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Abstract 





Researchers have documented that supporting student needs, particularly their social-emotional 
learning, is critical to their success in the classroom. However, little research has been done to explore how 
district and school leaders make decisions about allocating resources (funding, personnel, curricula, and 
infrastructure) to student support services, especially during times of fiscal constraint. This study explores 
the ways that some of the largest high-needs districts in the United States decide to provide the needed 
resources to maintain social-emotional learning and other student supports in schools as well as the effects 
of these policy decisions on resources and schools. It examines district leaders’ rationale and the bounds 
that shaped these decisions using bounded rationality theory. It focuses on a seven-year period from the 
2006–07 school year to the 2013–14 school year, the time period before, during, and after the 2008 
Recession. This study employs both quantitative and qualitative methods. Through a series of fixed-effects 
analyses, the study explores funding trends and the impact of student support services (SSS) funding on 
student support service staff as well as academic and non-academic outcomes. These analyses were 
conducted in two phases. First, the study explores the impact of SSS funding on the outcomes across the 
seven-year study period for the 120 largest districts in the United States as a reference and, then, conducts 
the same analyses exploring the impact within 48 large, high-needs, districts. Following these analyses, 
the researcher conducted a series of interviews with district leaders in 5 high-needs districts to learn how 
they were supporting the needs of their students and what considerations shaped the decisions to allocate 
resources to these support areas. Like the fixed-effects analyses, the interviews focus on the seven-year 
study period, though context beyond these years is included. 
The findings indicate that changes in student support services funding are related to changes in 
student support services staff and high school completion outcomes. The experiences of high-needs district 
leaders provide additional insight into the decision-making process around student support services funding 
and the observed variation. District leaders expressed various levels of challenges stemming from changes 
in federal, state, and local budget reductions as well as challenges in specific years like those that followed 
the 2008 Recession. These reductions coupled with other limitations and considerations led to different 
decisions across and within these districts. The constructs of bounded rationality aided in better 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Researchers have found that social-emotional learning (SEL) is not only a critical part of 
development, but also of student success in the classroom (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, and Herbert, 2004; 
Cook, Dodge, Farkas, Fryer, Gruyan, Ludwig, Mayer, Pollack, and Steinberg, 2014; Civic Enterprise, Hart 
Research Associates, Bridgeland, Bruce, and Hariharan, 2013). The need for social-emotional learning and 
support services in schools has become a focal issue over the past decade with proponents calling for more 
programs in schools and the hiring of skilled staff, like psychologists, social workers, and school counselors 
to support students and SEL efforts in schools (Heller 2013). Researchers have found that students with 
high needs, like students living in high violence areas, who recently immigrated to the United States, who 
have disabilities, or are from low-income families, can benefit greatly from social-emotional learning and 
supports (Cook et al., 2014; Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013; Schonfeld et al., 
2015). Supports, such as additional guidance counselors, social workers, or behavioral programs, can help 
students develop the skills needed to persevere in challenging moments, build positive relationships, and 
make healthy decisions, among other benefits.  
The associated programs and support staff to implement these supports come at a cost, though; 
one that can be a challenge for districts facing budget reductions and a need for additional support services 
staff. These struggling districts tend to be the ones that serve the very students who, as research indicates, 
would benefit from additional supports and SEL (Cooket al., 2014; Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier, 
& Yarnall, 2013; Oliff & Leachman 2011). Little research has been done to explore how these districts make 
policy about allocating resources (funding, personnel, curricula, and infrastructure) to student support 
services, the bounds surrounding these policy decisions, and what effect these policies have on students’ 
outcomes. Beyond this lack of research, few have examined how bounded rationality may play a role in 
facilitating or inhibiting the decision processes within school districts around resource allocation, budgeting, 
and other considerations though decision theories like rational choice have been applied to education and 
schools. Bounded rationality asserts that circumstances and other considerations shape rational decision-
making, particularly economic decisions (Jones, 1999; Conlisk, 1996; Schiliro, 2013; Simon, 1955; Simon, 
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1972). This study explores the process and considerations that some of the largest high-needs districts in 
the United States employ in deciding how to provide the needed resources to maintain social-emotional 
learning and other student supports in schools as well as the effects of these policy decisions on resources 
and schools. It examines district leaders’ rationale and the bounds that shape these decisions, since it is 
the process and final outcome that leads to district policies affecting students and schools.  
Student Support Services and Social-emotional Learning 
Student support services are a broad category that includes any available service or resource to 
sustain and enhance a safe and supportive learning environment. All school staff are part of creating this 
learning environment; however, specialized staff such as school counselors, social workers, psychologists, 
and school nurses, are the main staff that enable a school to provide student support services. The National 
Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments highlights the importance of these staff members noting 
that they are able to “foster positive, trusting relationships with students,” improve school climate, and 
provide needed resources to students as well as offer training to teachers and other staff on how to support 
students, especially their social and emotional needs (“School Support Staff,” 2016). These specialized 
staff are also able to implement targeted social and emotional initiatives to support students’ social-
emotional learning, which is a key piece to students’ development and ensuring that they receive any 
needed social and emotional supports.  
Social-emotional learning 
Supporting students' social and emotional development as well as their social and emotional needs 
is a part of providing student support services. Elias et al. (1997) define social-emotional learning (SEL) as 
“the process through which we learn to recognize and manage emotions, care about others, make good 
decisions, behave ethically and responsibly, develop positive relationships, and avoid negative behaviors” 
(as cited in Zins et al., 2004, p. 4). For decades, researchers have explored social-emotional learning 
especially for children. Some of this research has focused on school contexts and, in recent years, more 
studies are finding that social-emotional learning is a vital component of students’ overall education 
experience. When thinking about children and school contexts, Zins et al. (2004) note that SEL is “the 
process through which children enhance their ability to integrate thinking, feeling, and behaving to achieve 
important life tasks” (p.6) such as achievement markers in academic contexts. Students with high SEL 
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competencies “are able to recognize and manage their emotions, establish healthy relationships, set 
positive goals, meet personal and social needs, and make responsible and ethical decisions” (Zins et al., 
2004, p. 6). Incorporating these competencies into school settings can ensure that students develop the 
social-emotional skills needed to be prepared not only for college and careers but to be productive citizens.  
Considering the potential for positive outcomes, education organizations and agencies are devoting 
research and funding to study social-emotional characteristics that they believe could help students— “grit,” 
tenacity, and resilience (Shechtman et al., 2013). Researchers like Angela Duckworth are studying these 
characteristics and how students develop them. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL) launched the Collaborating Districts Initiative (CDI), which focuses on supporting districts’ 
capacities to promote SEL. Researchers assert that students facing challenging situations may need to 
develop social-emotional characteristics, like perseverance and tenacity, more than their peers to be 
successful (Shechtman et al., 2013). In a study of an SEL program in Chicago, Cook et al. (2014, p. 2) 
share these sentiments contending that “growing up in distressed, dangerous urban areas may affect the 
development of ‘non-academic’ factors like social information processing styles or other features of 
judgment and decision-making that affect how students engage with school throughout their K–12 careers.” 
Additionally, experts have found that schooling and other life outcomes are related to what is often referred 
to as non-cognitive skills or social-cognitive skills such as “self-regulation, social information processing, 
conflict resolution, ‘grit,’ and future orientation” (Cook et al. 2014, p. 8). Supporting students in their 
development and ensuring that students’ needs are met is becoming a clearer aspect that must be 
incorporated in students’ education experience.  
Findings indicating a need for social and emotional development and support have led some 
educators and support staff to more purposefully incorporate social-emotional learning into classrooms and 
the school environment (The Civic Enterprise, Hart Research Associates, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Hariharan, 
2013). Researchers examining the impact of various programs found that SEL programs can have positive 
outcomes (The Civic Enterprise et al, 2013). Findings from a meta-analysis of over 200 “rigorous’” SEL 
studies indicate that social-emotional programs in schools can decrease, in some cases by half, the annual 
number of student fights, decrease violent behaviors, and reduce hostility in the classroom (The Civic 
Enterprise et al., 2013). This meta-analysis found that students receiving explicit SEL skills instruction 
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through evidence-based SEL programs demonstrated better academic performance with achievement 
scores increasing by 11 percentile points, on average, for students who receive SEL instruction. There also 
were additional positive outcomes such as improved attitudes and behaviors, better classroom behavior, 
improved attendance and graduation rates, and reduced emotional distress such as fewer reports of student 
depression, anxiety, stress, and social withdrawal (Civic Enterprises et al., 2013). 
These positive findings are drawing the attention of policy makers and education leaders. Many 
key education players are asking how social-emotional learning can be a part of the discussion about 
improving both the education system and student outcomes. Districts similar to Cleveland Metropolitan 
School District, and others in this study, are attempting to incorporate social-emotional learning into 
classrooms and the school environment. Some district leaders are proactively seeking out research-based 
best practices as they pertain to student supports and SEL. Other district leaders are being asked to think 
more critically about the role that support staff and SEL could play in addressing low student performance 
and poor school climate within their district. Social-emotional learning within school contexts is gaining more 
attention, but the costs of implementation are not inconsequential. Coupled with the budget challenges that 
followed the recession in 2008 (referred to as “the 2008 Recession”) district leaders are faced with less 
than ideal circumstances as they attempt to create high-quality learning environments that should include 
social-emotional learning.  
State Budget Cuts after the 2008 Recession and District Funding  
 The global economic crisis that began in 2008 had a major impact on the U.S. economy. Its 
negative effects were widespread and many education agencies at the state and local level felt it deeply 
affect their budgets with 36 states proposing or implementing education budget cuts in 2008 (Johnson, Oliff 
& Koulish, 2008). States depend on state taxes and revenues to be sustainable which, in turn, means that 
they can maintain education funding levels. Tax collections declined and a “combination of rising 
unemployment, declining consumer spending, declining asset values, and foreclosures … led to declining 
state revenues” (Johnson et al., 2008, p. 1). Without these expected funds, states had to find ways to 
balance their budgets, which often meant cuts. Education spending is the largest budget area for most 
states accounting for almost half of the average state budget (Johnson et al., 2008). Johnson et al. (2008) 
estimate that “[s]ome 46 percent of all state general fund expenditures is devoted to elementary, secondary, 
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and higher education” meaning that, when a state needs to cut back spending to reduce budget deficits, 
education expenditures are likely on the chopping block (p. 1).  
In the years following the start of the 2008 Recession1, the majority of states did make cuts to 
education spending. By the start of the 2011–12 school year, 34 states and Washington DC had decreased 
the amount of funding allocated to K–12 education with some states making severe reductions (Johnson, 
Oliff, & Williams, 2011). States’, like Pennsylvania, Alabama, and California, initial decreases coincided with 
the start of the 2008 Recession and then continued in the years that followed. Federal funding from the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act2 (ARRA) in 2009 lessened the budget deficits at the state-level, 
but, when that funding expired, some had to make significant reductions to keep state budgets balanced. 
In the 2011–12 school year, Wisconsin made a $740 million reduction to funding that originally was intended 
to equalize aid across districts in the state. Wisconsin also reduced funding at the K–12 level that would 
have provided services to high-needs or at-risk students and school nurses. Pennsylvania cut $851 million 
from education funding, which amounted to 485 fewer dollars per student. Michigan decreased per pupil 
spending by $470. All of these states have large high-needs districts, like Milwaukee Public Schools, the 
School District of Philadelphia, and Detroit Public Schools. Between 2008 and 2012, 34 states and 
Washington, DC decreased education funding by amounts that ranged from less than 2% percent per 
student to 24% per student, which could amount to more than a $1,400 loss per student (see Figure 1) 
(Johnson et al., 2011). These losses had tangible effects on districts and schools faced with deciding from 
where to take the funding, which in some cases meant reducing and even eliminating social and emotional 
initiatives. In Virginia, a $500 million state reduction for support staff meant that school districts lost more 
than 13,000 psychologists, school nurses, and other staff (Johnson et al., 2011). North Carolina decreased 
funding to a program that targeted low-income area small schools that demonstrated a high need for social 
                                                     
1 The National Bureau of Economics, the official arbiter of U.S. recessions according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, notes that the official recession was from December 2007 to June 2009.  
2  The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act was signed into law by President Obama on 
February 17th, 2009. The intention was to jumpstart the economy, create or save jobs, and address issues. 
The Act included measures to modernize infrastructure, enhance energy independence, expand 
educational opportunities, preserve and improve affordable health care, provide tax relief, and protect those 
in greatest need. (United States Treasury, 2015)   
https://www.treasury.gov/initiatives/recovery/Pages/recovery-act.aspx   
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workers and school nurses. The changes in North Carolina’s funding left 20 schools without these student 
support staff.  
Figure 1. State Funding Percentage Decrease Figure from Center for Budget and Policy Priorities 
 
Source: Johnson, Oliff, & Williams. (2011).  
  
7 
With the average district depending on state funding for about half of their local budget, the 
decreases in funding left districts with some difficult decisions in the years following the start of the 2008 
Recession (Hanushek & Lindseth, 2009). District leaders had to decide which programs and staff could be 
supported. After Alabama cut almost $1 billion of education funding from the budget between 2008 and 
2013, districts no longer received funding that supported bus transportation forcing some districts to tell 
parents that they would have to find a way to get their children to school. The superintendent of Jefferson 
County, a 36,000-student district outside of Birmingham that serves a large percentage of low-income 
students, admitted that eliminating transportation was not an option for his district, but that the money would 
need to come from somewhere. The superintendent was quoted saying, “Since we can’t cut our bus service, 
we have to take $4 million from somewhere else in our budget. We’re going to have to make some tough 
budget choices” (Crawford, 2013). For many districts, especially larger ones, the unpleasant solution was 
to lay off staff and freeze associated programs. Oliff and Leachman (2011) note that “normally, local 
education employment grows each year in large part to keep pace with an expanding student population,” 
but, school level jobs decreased significantly in the years following the 2008 Recession. There was a loss 
of 58,000 school level jobs in the 2008–09 school year across the U.S. That number jumped to 105,000 
jobs lost in 2009–10 and 115,000 in the 2010–11 school year (Oliff & Leachman, 2011). While the job cuts 
affected staff at all levels, districts like Philadelphia found that an overwhelming majority of those receiving 
pink slips were school counselors, nurses, and other support staff (Levy, 2013). In June of 2013, 20% of 
the School District of Philadelphia’s staff was let go and the majority in the group were support staff, like 
lunchroom aides, secretaries, classroom aides, guidance counselors, librarians, nurses, and assistant 
principals; staff who tend to be important when trying to maintain school climate and support students.  
For districts in states where the deficits grew each year, the impact of the cuts became more severe 
each year. Instead of cash-strapped districts getting a reprieve, they were forced to find additional ways to 
scale back even when there seemed to be nowhere else to make reductions. In states with higher 
concentrations of children in poverty, these budget deficits can be particularly challenging since state aid 
typically is distributed using funding formulas to target the additional aid to districts with large proportions 
of low-income or high-needs students. Oliff and Leachman (2011) point out that “reductions in formula 
funding may result in particularly deep cuts in general state aid for less-wealthy, higher-need districts unless 
8 
a state goes out of its way to protect them” (p. 1). High-needs districts similar to Cleveland Metropolitan 
School District, the School District of Philadelphia, Detroit Public Schools, and other high-needs districts 
were in states where the legislatures were not able to shield them. These districts would need to make 
some challenging resource allocation decisions, which meant that programs and initiatives that help 
students with greater needs likely suffered.  
The challenging part about the 2008 Recession was that schools felt its impact from multiple 
directions. As noted, states had to make significant cuts to their budgets, which meant numerous cuts at 
the district level across personnel and programs. Simultaneously, citizens were experiencing job loss or 
pay reductions leading to more families experiencing poverty, mental health issues, and other challenges. 
Students from these families were still attending schools, except, in many cases, these schools had less 
support staff or available programs to support students through the crisis, especially their social and 
emotional needs. The decisions that district leaders had to make in the years following the 2008 Recession 
were complicated and nuanced and, undoubtedly, affected students.  
Purpose and Outline of the Study 
While some have explored the decision-making processes at the district level, few have focused on 
how district leaders make decisions to support students’ needs and social-emotional learning. In particular, 
there is a notable gap in the extant literature on how districts make these decisions during times of crisis or 
great stress like during the 2008 Recession when budget deficits were at unprecedented levels. 
Researchers have shown that social-emotional learning is a critical part of students’ education, but districts 
have to consider the whole picture and all of the needs of students. Some district leaders may not have the 
knowledge or resources to fully explore how to best support students’ needs and social-emotional learning. 
This limited knowledge coupled with considering how to best execute academic curricula and other 
initiatives all while maintaining the staff, infrastructure, and materials needed to implement these pieces 
creates a complex decision-making environment. Budget constraints like those that presented themselves 
during and after the recession in 2008 likely made decisions around social and emotional learning more 
complex. I hypothesize that the confines and circumstances within districts shaped the policy decisions that 
were made and how resources were allocated. Using Simon’s (1972) theory of bounded rationality, the 
study examines how education decision-makers at the district level choose to implement student support 
9 
services policies, their rationale, and the bounds that shape these decisions. Specifically, this study 
examines the decision-making process across the 2006–07 school year to the 2013–14 school year and 
considers four research questions: 
1) How are large districts, high-needs and other needs level, allocating resources to support students 
and their social-emotional learning? 
2) What are the bounds for the policy decisions that large high-needs districts are making around 
support services for students?  
3) What is the relationship between student supports policies within large districts and the related non-
academic staff as well as non-academic student outcomes (i.e., guidance counselors, student 
support staff, and major discipline incidents)?  
4) What is the relationship between student support policies within large districts and academic 
outcomes (i.e., graduation rates and dropout rates)?  
To address these questions, the study explores the extant literature on the importance of student support 
services giving particular emphasis to social-emotional learning, and the impact of programs and 
frameworks that emphasize these supports. Using bounded rationality theory as the foundation, the study 
builds a conceptual framework that informs an analysis of the nuanced decision-making on non-academic 
aspects like social-emotional learning. Considering that the time period of the study coincides with the 
economic challenges of the 2008 Recession, utilizing the lens of bounded rationality allows for the 
consideration of the economic circumstances and other factors that shaped decision-making process during 
this time (Jones, 1999; Conlisk, 1996; Schiliro, 2013; Simon, 1955; Simon, 1972). The conceptual 
framework informs the methods utilized to analyze the research questions. To address the first two research 
questions, the study examines the allocation trends among the 120 largest districts across a seven-year 
period including the five years following the 2008 Recession, as they pertain to programs, curricula, and 
staff that support students’ social and emotional learning and needs. It explores the relationships between 
these trends and budget changes within the given districts. Additionally, the study includes interviews with 
district leaders in 4 districts from the sample of the 48 high-needs districts (defined below). These interviews 
focus on the policy decision-making process and outcomes during this time period, with the emphasis on 
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SEL policies. They will provide greater insight into the discussions, processes, and thinking that are a part 
of the decision-making process, but difficult to capture with quantitative measures.  
To explore the last two research questions, the study employs a two-part fixed-effects evaluation design 
where the 120 largest districts are included and then similar analyses are conducted for the subsample of 
the 48 high-needs districts. The researcher estimates the relationship of support services policies, in the 
form of funding, with student support services staff and academic outcomes such as diplomas earned and 
number of students who dropout. For the high-needs analysis, the study also explores the relationship of 
student support services policies on a non-academic outcome in the form of major discipline incidents.  
The findings shed light on an area about which policy makers and educators know little. The study 
allows stakeholders to better understand the fiscal allocation decision-making process at the district level 
with particular focus on times of austerity. The findings likely will have policy implications for districts serving 
high-need student populations and can help inform future decisions that could affect students’ access to 
social-emotional learning and supports.   
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Chapter 2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 
The Impact of Student Support Services and Social-Emotional Learning  
 Before exploring the ways that bounded rationality shapes the decisions that district leaders and 
educators make around supporting students, it is important to examine what student support services are 
and who provides these services. Supporting students’ social and emotional learning is a big part of student 
support services. For this reason, I will also examine what one means when referencing social and 
emotional learning, what it looks like in school contexts, and what researchers have found to be its impact. 
This examination will aid in better understanding why some are pushing for student support services to be 
more present in schools and how this landscape influences SEL policy decisions.  
Student support services. 
Student support services is a broad label that can include dropout prevention, attendance support, 
psychological services, health services, school counseling, social work, and other programs or supports. 
These support services are available to all students within a school and/or district and often are available 
to students’ families, as well. While not all education agencies use the label “student support services,” 
many districts have some, if not all, of these services with varying degrees of implementation. For example, 
the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction uses the label “students support services” but 
acknowledges that these services can also be called simply “student services” or “pupil services.” For this 
state department, student support services include “prevention, intervention, transition, and follow-up 
services for students and families” with the focus being on ensuring that all students are provided with the 
needed supports to manage any “barriers to learning.” The School District of Philadelphia has an Office of 
Student Support Services, but it sees its role as one that does not include academic supports. This office 
provides services that “benefit” students and support their “non-academic needs, issues, and concerns.” 
Fresno Unified School District emphasizes the connection between student support services and social-
emotional learning noting that its Student Support Services Department provides “a wide array of Social 
Emotional Support to students and families in removing barriers that lead to academic achievement and 
success.” These support services include social work, counseling services, Social Emotional Support 
Specialists, assistance with substance abuse and mental health, as well as many other support services. 
While all of these education agencies provide student support services, the types of programs and supports 
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under this label vary demonstrating how broad this category of supports can be. One key component that 
often appears is the emphasis on supporting students’ social and emotional needs. These education 
agencies also emphasize the importance of the student support services staff that implement these 
supports and programs. The next section will explore the positive impact that these staff members have on 
schools and students. 
Student support services personnel. 
 The National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments emphasizes the importance of 
school support staff and their role ensuring that students learn in a safe and supportive education 
environment. The Center notes that these staff members foster positive, trusting relationships with students 
and aid in improving school climate. Student support services (SSS) staff or personnel include guidance 
counselors, social workers, school psychologists, and school nurses. They provide resources to students 
and can provide training to teachers, staff, and families, which aids in maintaining a positive school climate. 
Researchers have documented the positive impact of SSS personnel on students and schools. 
Reback (2010) examines the effect of state counselor policies such as subsidies for counselor positions, 
staff requirements, or recommendations for a minimum number of elementary counselors. He found that 
these types of policies reduced the rates at which teachers were concerned about numerous issues, 
including physical conflicts with students, students cutting class, robbery and theft, and student drug abuse. 
In a study of Alabama’s statewide policy to fund elementary school counselors, Reback (2010) found that 
increased counselor subsidies decreased the rates of student suspensions and the number of weapons 
related incidents. Franklin, Kim, and Tripodi (2009) found similar positive effects for social workers in 
schools. In their meta-analysis that examined both quasi-experimental and true experiment studies of 
school social work practices’ effectiveness, Franklin et al. (2009) found that school social workers positively 
affect student outcomes across multiple areas. Students at schools with school social workers externalized 
fewer problem behaviors such as aggression, conduct problems, and self-control issues than their peers.  
SSS personnel can also positively impact student achievement. Franklin et al.’s (2009) meta-
analysis also found that students at schools with social workers had higher GPAs than their peers. Similarly, 
researchers exploring a California policy that placed a social worker or, in some cases, another mental 
health service provider (e.g., marital and family therapists and nurses) in schools had positive academic 
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results (Stone, Shields, Hilinski, & Sanford, 2012). Having a mental health service provider like a social 
worker was positively associated with the percentage of students who scored at or above proficient in 
reading on the California Standards Test (Stone et al., 2012).  
Though few studies have explored funding specifically, increasing the funding related to SSS 
services personnel has also proven to benefit students’ non-academic and academic outcomes. Sorensen 
(2016) explores how increasing funding for social workers, guidance counselors, and health services affects 
students. Focusing on North Carolina, she found that increasing per-pupil funding reduced absenteeism 
and discipline issues and increased student math and reading achievement. The magnitude of these 
findings was greater when Sorensen (2016) focused on schools in high-poverty counties that served high-
needs populations.  
The simple presence of SSS personnel in a school likely does not lead to the positive impact. 
Rather, it is the programs that these staff members implement, the supports that they provide, and their 
interactions with students, teachers, and staff that result in positive benefits. SSS staff provide students and 
other staff with necessary resources. They also support students’ social and emotional needs making them 
and the services that they provide an integral piece to social-emotional learning in school contexts.  
Defining social-emotional learning. 
The consensus from the literature of the past decade is that educators, some psychologists, and 
others involved in the field currently are using social and emotional learning (SEL) as the “umbrella concept, 
encompassing a wide variety of specific educational goals and practices” that highlight “the relevance of 
emotions and social relationships to any complete view of child development” (Duckworth and Yeager, 
2015, p. 238; Heller, 2013, p. 2). That said, the definition of social-emotional learning is still being debated. 
In fact, some experts and researchers are not sure that social-emotional learning is the best label. 
Duckworth and Yeager (2015) note that social and emotional learning (SEL) is better than labels like 
character skills, which carries a moral connotation, or non-cognitive skills, which seems too broad and 
implies that any of these skills or developments are “devoid of cognition” (p. 238). While everyone does not 
embrace the phrase, social and emotional learning seems to resonate with educators and psychologists 
who tend to work the closest with children. It is also the phrase that policy makers and educators use when 
debating if and how schools can support students’ social and emotional needs and development.  
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 Elias, Wang, Weissberg, Zins, and Walberg’s (1997) frequently cited definition of social and 
emotional learning is “the process through which we learn to recognize and manage emotions, care about 
others, make good decisions, behave ethically and responsibly, develop positive relationships, and avoid 
negative behaviors” (as cited in Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Herbert, 2004, p. 4). Another popular definition 
comes from the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), a leading 
organization in the SEL field. CASEL emphasizes social and emotional learning as five competencies:  
• Self-awareness: The ability to accurately recognize one’s emotions and thoughts and their 
influence on behavior. This includes accurately assessing one’s strengths and limitations and 
possessing a well-grounded sense of confidence and optimism. 
• Self-management: The ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively in 
different situations. This includes managing stress, controlling impulses, motivating oneself, and 
setting and working toward achieving personal and academic goals. 
• Social awareness: The ability to take the perspective of and empathize with others from diverse 
backgrounds and cultures, to understand social and ethical norms for behavior, and to recognize 
family, school, and community resources and supports. 
• Relationship skills: The ability to establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with 
diverse individuals and groups. This includes communicating clearly, listening actively, cooperating, 
resisting inappropriate social pressure, negotiating conflict constructively, and seeking and offering 
help when needed. 
• Responsible decision making: The ability to make constructive and respectful choices about 
personal behavior and social interactions based on consideration of ethical standards, safety 
concerns, social norms, the realistic evaluation of consequences of various actions, and the well-
being of self and others.” (CASEL, 2015) 
CASEL’s five competencies are cited often in recent literature and research studies and are believed to 
best capture the social-emotional umbrella (Heller, 2013).  
Duckworth and Yeager (2015) assert that “agreement about the optimal terminology” for the 
overarching category of interest may be less important than “consensus about the specific attributes in 
question and, in particular, their definition and measurement” (p. 239). For the purposes of this study, I pull 
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from all of the definitions cited, as they fit under the broader umbrella of social and emotional learning that 
is still being defined. I shorten the label to social-emotional learning (SEL) since removing the “and” is 
becoming more common and emphasizes that the two concepts are connected. At times, I also use social-
emotional skills to refer to the observable skills resulting from one’s social-emotional learning and 
development.  
The argument for SEL in education and study findings on the impact of SEL. 
For decades, psychologists, sociologists, and others have stressed the importance of emotional 
and social development as a component to success in school and to being productive, well-adjusted adults 
(Feshbach & Feshbach 1987; Cohen, 1999; Guerra, Modecki, & Cunningham, 2014; Zakrzewski, 2014; 
Zins et al., 2004; Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013). Educators also were aware of 
its importance, but this awareness often manifested itself in the form of one-off programs that focused on 
character education, anger management programs, conflict resolution, or initiatives that focused on healthy 
choices (Civic Enterprise, Hart Research Associates, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Hariharan, 2013; Guerra, 
Modecki, & Cunningham, 2014; Heller, 2013). Only more recently have education leaders began to rely on 
research-based approaches for a more holistic implementation of SEL and the related programs, something 
that SSS staff have been emphasizing (Civic Enterprise et al., 2013; Heller, 2013). There are multiple 
reasons that potentially could explain the shift that is occurring within education to consider incorporating 
more social-emotional learning. The next sections explore how improvements in measurement of SEL, 
promising findings, and failed policies have led policy makers and education leaders to consider more 
concerted efforts to include social-emotional learning in schools.  
Research advances and the impact of SEL. 
In recent decades, there has been an increase in methodologically sound research that 
demonstrates the positive impact that SEL programs and approaches have in school contexts as well as 
their impact on long-term outcomes for students (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Shechtman, DeBarger, 
Dornsife, Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013). Although the concept of social-emotional learning has existed for 
decades, research studies that evaluate related programs and that are able to show the causal relationships 
between SEL and students’ outcomes is nascent (Shechtman et al., 2013). Historically, one of the 
hindrances is that social-emotional characteristics and outcomes can be challenging to reliably measure 
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with valid instruments (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Haggerty, Elgin, & Woolley, 2011; Stecher & Hamilton, 
2014). With improved measures and more advanced approaches developing over the past 10 to 15 years, 
researchers are finding that social-emotional learning and related programs have a positive impact on 
academic, social, and emotional outcomes. After evaluating 213 school-based studies through a meta-
analysis, Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Weissberg, & Schellinger (2011) found that students “demonstrated 
enhanced SEL skills, attitudes, and positive social behaviors following intervention, and also demonstrated 
fewer conduct problems and had lower levels of emotional distress” when compared to students who had 
not participated in SEL programs (p. 413). Additionally, academic performance of students who participated 
in the programs “significantly improved” (Durlak et al., 2011, p. 413). These findings, especially the impact 
on academics, are increasingly relevant for struggling schools that are trying to improve students’ academic 
outcomes. 
In the era of accountability and No Child Left Behind, there has been increased pressure to close 
achievement gaps and ensure that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are able to compete with 
their more advantaged peers. Psychologists and other researchers have found that living in distressed 
communities with poverty or high rates of crime can affect the development of social and emotional skills 
(Cook et al., 2014; Shechtman et al., 2013). Students in these environments also often receive less social 
support for academic achievement. These challenges can “undermine perseverance toward both short-
term and long-term goals in education and into adulthood” and are an additional hurdle for schools serving 
these students (Shechtman et al., 2013, p. 3). 
Recent studies show that support services and social-emotional learning programs can counteract 
the negative impact of growing up in distressed communities and that continued SEL into middle and high 
school age levels, when many schools and programs stop focusing on SEL, is an important piece. In two 
randomized controlled trials (RCT) studies, an intervention with 7th to 10th grade male students for one 
and 9th and 10th grade male students for the second study in Chicago Public Schools located in some of 
the city’s most dangerous neighborhoods led to decreases in arrests for the participants. Over the course 
of the program, violent arrests decreased by 45%, and decreased other arrests 37% when compared to 
their peers (Heller et al., 2015). These students also had improved schooling outcomes, like GPA, 
attendance, and enrollment status. There also were gains in graduation for one of the studies. Although the 
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students in the other study were not old enough for the researchers to measure graduation outcomes, the 
researchers anticipate that the program participants will graduate at higher rates than their peers given the 
increase in outcomes like GPA that are related to graduation. Other studies have also found positive effects 
for academics. Shechtman et al. (2013) found that programs that focused on social-emotional skills like grit, 
tenacity, and perseverance led to higher test scores and GPAs and increases in positive mental health as 
well as decreased behavior issues for those students in the treatment group.  
These studies, as well as others, show that social-emotional learning cannot only improve student 
outcomes, but also, aid in decreasing negative behaviors and decision-making. With these programs and 
interventions demonstrating a positive impact, one would want to know what resources a school or district 
would need to successfully implement these types of social-emotional initiatives. Unfortunately, researchers 
have not included the ways that education leaders allocate staff, funding, and other resources to support 
these programs nor do they discuss the reasoning for implementing or maintaining the programs. 
Understanding the decision-making process around the allocation of resources is likely a critical piece to 
understanding how these interventions were able to positively affect schools and students, an area that this 
study explores. 
The need for an alternative to zero-tolerance policies. 
One influencing factor for education leaders considering new social-emotional learning policies is 
that previous policy initiatives, like zero-tolerance policies, have not proven to positively change students’ 
behaviors, school climate, or the overall school experience (American Psychological Association, 2008; 
Gonsoulin, Zablocki, & Leone, 2012). With the inclusion of student support services and the implementation 
of social-emotional learning programs demonstrating that they can decrease school behavior issues, 
improve school climate, and support students who live in disadvantaged communities, educators and 
juvenile advocates are looking to social-emotional learning and supports as an alternative to zero-tolerance 
policies.  
In the 1990s, lawmakers, educators, and citizens were concerned with what seemed to be 
increases in school violence and rising challenges to maintaining a safe and positive school climate. In an 
effort combat school violence, Congress passed the Gun Free Schools Act of 1994. To receive funding 
under this legislation, schools were required to adopt a zero-tolerance policy for weapons that mandated a 
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minimum of a one-year suspension for any student who brought a weapon to school (Krezmien, Leone, 
Zablocki, & Wells, 2010). The legislation required that schools report weapons violations to the criminal 
justice or juvenile delinquency system. By 1998, 94% of all public schools in the U.S. had enacted zero-
tolerance policies, which often went beyond applying solely to weapons (Krezmien et al., 2010). Schools 
began to have zero-tolerance policies to address all infractions, be they minor or severe. Absenteeism, any 
type of altercations (physical or verbal), bullying, use of alcohol or tobacco, disrespecting an authority figure, 
all of these offenses can be found under some schools’ zero-tolerance policies. With so many offenses 
mandating suspensions, expulsions, and, often, referrals to the criminal justice system instead of a support 
services personnel member or administrator, researchers and advocates began to see a school-to-prison 
pipeline where schools were funneling students into the criminal justice systems for infractions that 
historically were handled within the school or district (American Psychological Association, 2008; Gonsoulin, 
Zablocki, & Leone, 2012; Krezmien et al.; 2010).  
The impact of zero-tolerance policies is still being explored, but those studies that have been 
released show that more students are entering the criminal justice system directly as a result of a school 
incident that typically would not have required the involvement of law enforcement (American Psychological 
Association, 2008; Gonsoulin et al., 2012). These policies have done little to deter negative behavior or 
decrease incidents and, instead, have had some unintended consequences. They alienate students who 
often need the support of their schools, break the development of healthy bonds between students and the 
adults in their schools, create mistrust within the community, and introduce children to the criminal justice 
system prematurely (American Psychological Association, 2008; Gonsoulin et al., 2012). Educators are 
seeking alternatives in light of these negative consequences and research has shown that an emphasis on 
social-emotional learning can both decrease negative behaviors and create a positive school climate (Civic 
Enterprise et al., 2013; Durlak et al., 2011; Heller et al., 2015). Education policy makers, at the district and 
other levels, are considering whether increasing student support services and emphasizing social-
emotional learning could produce the positive outcomes that zero-tolerance policies have not and if current 
resources might be better allocated to these efforts.  
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Other pushes for SEL in schools. 
There likely are other reasons contributing to the recent prevalence of discussion around the 
importance of social-emotional learning and its place in schools. Some education practitioners posit that 
the push for SEL may be in response to the increased emphasis on standardized testing, particularly in 
mathematics and language arts literacy content areas (Heller, 2013; Zakrzewski, 2014). It is not uncommon 
to hear from teachers and school leaders that there is too much emphasis on the tests and core subjects, 
which leaves little time for other areas like student social and emotional development (Levin, 2012; 
Zakrzewski, 2014). There also has been a new economic consideration as schools are being asked to 
make sure that students are not only prepared for college but for careers (Levin, 2012). Employers want to 
hire employees that are critical thinkers but also make good team members, are able to persevere on 
difficult projects, and face challenging tasks. Whether it is one or a combination of these reasons, SEL is 
gaining the attention of education leaders and they are having to decide whether to invest in social and 
emotional learning and supports and, if so, to what degree. The question of how these education leaders 
are making these decisions and their impact must be considered. 
Conceptual Framework 
 The conceptual framework for understanding the decision-making process around student support 
services and the consequences of these decisions is shaped by bounded rationality. The study considered 
other theories, like rational choice, but found that they did not adequately help to shape the conceptual 
frame that would allow for a thorough exploration of the research questions. Rational choice assumes that 
the decision makers’ choices are made with the intention of finding an optimal choice (Wandling 2011). 
Considering the number of decisions that leaders in large districts must make and the circumstances, it is 
more likely that they seek the choice that would be satisfactory rather than optimal. Rational choice theory 
also assumes that the decision makers possess extensive information. Leaders in large districts oversee 
many areas and departments. It is rare and very unlikely that these leaders are able to have or gather 
extensive information about every decision they must make. It is more likely that they utilize whatever 
information they have that is accessible, even if it is limited. In addition to these flawed assumptions, there 
is one additional component of rational choice that limits the theory in the context of this study; it assumes 
that leaders in government or political organization are guided by self-interests. While it is possible that 
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superintendents and other district administrators factor in self-interests, like having their contract renewed, 
the immediate impact of their decisions will affect students and other employees in the district. They must 
factor in the impact of their decision on these constituents first before focusing on their own self-interests. 
The sections that follow explore the theory of bounded rationality, its constructs, and how it can help to 
inform one’s understanding of the decision-making process within schools, districts, and other education 
agencies.  
Bounded Rationality 
Sociologists, economists, and psychologists have explored how individuals and organizations 
make decisions, especially economic decisions. Many have concluded that popular theories that rely on 
the decision makers having perfect knowledge or information are not realistic and that a more nuanced 
theory around decision making that considers everyday situations may be more appropriate (Jones 1999; 
Conlisk 1996; Schiliro 2013; Simon 1955; Simon 1972). When considering decision-making in practice, 
individuals and organizations face constraints and limitations. Herbert Simon, who is credited with first 
introducing the concept of bounded rationality, used a pair of scissors in a decision-making metaphor noting 
that one blade is the “cognitive limitations” of human beings and that the other blade is the “structure of the 
environment” (Gigerenzer & Selten, 2002). Both blades are used in action, which in this case is making the 
decision. Simon (1956) notes that one could better understand the decision-making process if he/she 
considers “the limitations upon the capacities and complexity of the organism, and by taking account of the 
fact that the environments to which it must adapt possess properties that permit further simplication of its 
choice mechanisms” (p. 129). One’s rational decision may be limited by risks and uncertainty, incomplete 
information about alternatives, and/or complexity (Simon, 1972). Often, decisions also need to be made 
swiftly or within specific time constraints. One might make a different choice if there were no confines and 
unlimited time, but the reality is that most decision-makers do not have these circumstances. Instead, they 
attempt to choose from the available strategies; one that is satisfactory in the situation (Simon 1972; Conlisk 
1996); “selecting an option that is not clearly inferior to any other, given a reasonable examination of the 
situation” (Klein, 2002, p. 117). Individuals will choose the first approach that seems satisfactory within the 
confines even it is not the best or optimal option (Klein, 2002).  
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School districts, like other organizations, regularly make policy decisions and choices on behalf of 
its members and constituents. Kowalski (2005) highlights that district leaders, especially superintendents, 
have many roles as they serve their constituents, including being responsible for managing district budgets 
and staffing and making the final decisions related to each. Bounded rationality would indicate that district 
policy makers and administrators attempt to make rational decisions after considering the risks and 
circumstances. Schiliro (2013) notes that rationality is “limited by the information [individuals] have, the 
cognitive limitations of their minds, and the finite amount of time they have to make decisions” (p. 99). 
School districts are no different in that the rationality of their decisions is shaped by the administrators 
managing the district, their capabilities, the available alternatives for the required decision, the current fiscal 
climate, and other confines. Scott and Davis (2007) point out that: 
“[i]t is impossible for the behavior of a single, isolated individual to reach any high degree of 
rationality. The number of alternatives he must explore is too great, the information he would need 
to evaluate them so vast that even an approximation to objective rationality is hard to conceive” 
(p. 55).  
When one considers the number of decisions that district and school leaders are asked to make and then 
considers that each of these decisions has numerous alternatives, the idea that these leaders could be 
objectively rational and choose the best alternative each time under complicated circumstances seems less 
and less rational.  
 Todd (2002) emphasizes that, while internal and cognitive factors can be and often are limitations, 
the most important bounds to consider are the external, environmental ones. For district leaders, 
considering the external and environmental bounds of their decisions is critical to understand the decisions 
that they make since they likely exacerbate any cognitive limitations. The very structure of districts could in 
itself be a limiting factor, especially for large districts that can be plagued with extensive procedures and 
bureaucratic red tape. While some districts are in the process of restructuring and even hiring district leaders 
known for shaking things up and going against the status quo, this avant-garde approach to governance is 
often not the norm. Hess (1999) notes that many “[s]uperintendents are constricted by limited positional 
power and organizational complexity” (p. 13). Kirst and Wirt (2009) assert that school “[b]oards and 
superintendents have lost personnel control to unions; testing and curriculum to the state and federal 
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government; finance partially to the state; and categorical program earmarks to higher levels of government” 
(p. 186). The decision-making process may be getting more complicated by the different levels of influence. 
Despite these challenges, superintendents often remain critical in policy decisions like those around 
curricula and the associated resources (Andero, 2000). Though school boards may play a role in approving 
decisions, its members typically lack education experience and knowledge forcing them to affirm the 
“professionally based decisions of the Superintendent” and other district leaders (Andero, 2000, p. 276). 
State and federal regulations can provide guidance or expectations for decisions but it is the responsibility 
of the district leaders to interpret these regulations and implement them leaving them with various degrees 
of autonomy.  
All of these external, environmental factors make the decision-making process complex and bound 
the district leaders’ decisions, making this construct critical to this study as it explores the decision-making 
process where district leaders are charged with making the final decisions even if they lack the knowledge 
or complete information. These limitations play a role in all decision making; decisions around social-
emotional learning being no different. There are likely more bounds given that general understanding of 
social-emotional learning is nascent and that social-emotional learning can be thought of as peripheral 
rather than essential to school contexts. These potential cognitive, time, environmental and information 
bounds are also critical in understanding the decision-making process within the large districts in this study 
since more than one is likely at work and these decisions have consequences for students and schools. 
Bounded rationality and school district decision-making around SEL. 
There are notable gaps in the literature on how education leaders make resource decisions in 
general as well as around student support services. Little is written on how theories like bounded rationality 
could be used to better understand these decision-making processes. We also have minimal knowledge 
about the ways education leaders manage the costs associated with implementing initiatives and programs 
that support students. Typically, researchers only address these concepts in the form of cost-benefit 
analysis as they explore the long-term benefits of participation or exposure to a given program. Few have 
examined the policy decisions and the initial choices around resources at the onset of the implementation. 
Similarly, sociologists, economists, and political scientists alike, have failed to explore how bounded 
rationality could be applied to education contexts, particularly how it is relevant in the decision-making 
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processes that education leaders face at each level and how it could be used both to better understand 
and examine the decision-making process. Individuals in decision-making roles are often only aware of a 
few solutions and potential alternatives when trying to make decisions leading them to search for 
alternatives only until they find one that reaches or surpasses the aspirational levels of the goal making the 
decision satisfactory (Gigerenzer, 2002; Selton, 2002; Simon, 1955). Further, Scott & Davis explain how 
these leaders may be “willing to settle for an adequate solution ("satisfice") rather than attempting to 
optimize” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p.53). It is likely that leaders in larger districts or other multi-faceted 
education agencies find themselves satisficing, especially when asked to make multiple budgetary 
decisions. They, along with colleagues, search for alternatives that meet or surpass the goal stopping once 
they reach this alternative. These decisions may receive approval from those directly affected and outsiders 
or, the opposite, they may be seen as less than optimal decisions. When the decisions are met with 
backlash or seen as a poor choice, it is unlikely that the decision maker deliberately chose a poor alternative, 
but rather that he/she searched until they found what they believed was a satisfactory solution.  
Figure 2. Conceptual Framework: District Decisions and their Impact 
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Making decisions under high stress conditions in times of economic constraint experienced after the 2008 
Recession likely make the decision process more complicated. In the case of polices shaping social-
emotional learning, district leaders needed to decide how and if student support services would be funded 
and resourced while simultaneously making the same decisions for many other areas. Choices around 
social-emotional learning could have been particularly challenging since many leaders have a limited 
understanding of what high quality SEL looks like and what resources are needed to successfully implement 
related programs, supports, or curricula (see Figure 2.). This challenge is in part due to fact that there was 
little focus on rigorous research of social and emotional supports until recently. Much of the research in 
education has emphasized academics, which was only magnified by the focus on standardized 
assessments. School leaders may have found it challenging to devote classroom time to support services 
when there is pressure to focus on content areas that are assessed and have high stakes associated with 
the results. There also were likely other competing interests such as traditional subject areas and the 
associated personnel and resources, infrastructure, or operational demands. These competing interests 
only further complicated the decision-making process around support services and added to the confines 
facing education leaders as they adopted policies.  
For more than a decade, policy makers and administrators at the federal, state, and local level have 
been seeking ways to aid students in meeting higher standards and support them. Districts have had to 
decide how best to invest their resources to help students achieve high-standards and support their needs. 
These decisions have fiscal implications with budget constraints being a common issue, especially for those 
districts serving students with high needs. Unfortunately, the economic downturn that began in 2008 left 
some districts in financial positions that were more challenging than usual (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2011). 
These districts needed to make rational decisions that supported their goals for their students while 
considering the current fiscal climate (environmental factor). Employing bounded rationality, this study 
analyzes the decisions that large districts made in regards to social-emotional learning and support services 
in recent years. It explores the circumstances and limitations surrounding these decisions with specific 
attention to potential cognitive limitations, environmental factors like budget requirements and constraints, 
and policy context since these circumstances may contribute to district leaders satisficing. It also considers 
the potential for limited information and time constraints since decisions likely needed to be made quicker 
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than usual in response to unexpected budgetary changes at the state level. I hypothesize that the confines 
and circumstances within districts helped to shape the policy decisions that were made and the how 
resources were allocated. Particular emphasis is given to how this framework illuminates the decisions 
made around social-emotional learning and supports in schools and classrooms. I posit that the 
implementation of student support services, or lack thereof, as well as its degree had an impact on both 
student and school outcomes. School climate and safety will likely be the most obvious areas of impact, 
but academic outcomes as well as other cognitive outcomes likely also were susceptible to the student 




Chapter 3. Methodology 
This study addressed four research questions aimed at providing a better understanding of the 
decision-making process for student support services policies within large high-needs districts and the 
impact of those decisions on schools. The first question explored the trends in district allocation of funding 
to student supports, guidance counselors, support staff and other related social-emotional support services 
or resources with specific consideration to any shifts after the 2008 recession. I also explored whether 
student support services characteristics, like the number of counselors or the number of student support 
services staff, were associated with student support services funding and resource allocation. For the 
second question, I examined the considerations that district leaders say were a factor when making these 
funding decisions. For the final two questions, I considered student outcomes. Given that the literature finds 
that student support services can also affect academic outcomes, I examined, where possible, the 
relationship between these resources and academic outcomes (e.g., graduation rates and dropout rates). 
I also examined the relationship between changes in student support services and non-academic outcomes 
(e.g., discipline incidents) within large high-needs districts.  
In designing this study, I utilized extant literature on the role that student support services (SSS) 
can play in positive outcomes for students and schools, existing literature on the 2008 Recession and shifts 
in education resources, and district-specific background information on SSS policy initiatives. Additionally, 
I used the conceptual framework that was based on bounded rationality, which emphasizes environmental 
and cognitive limitations in decision-making, and the way this theory can help illuminate the decision-making 
process within education, particularly at the district level. Bounded rationality emphasizes that one’s 
decisions are shaped by circumstances and their own limitations often leading one to proceed with a 
decision that is only satisfactory (Gigerenzer, 2002; Selton, 2002; Scott & Davis, 2007; Simon, 1955). For 
this reason, this chapter briefly provides context for the largest districts in the United States as well as the 
time period during and after the 2008 Recession. This context likely influenced how some district leaders 
approached managing the district during the challenging fiscal period that followed the 2008 Recession and 
the choices that they made.  
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The United States’ Largest Districts 
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) releases a report on the 100 largest school 
districts, defined by their student populations, in the U.S., each year. NCES notes that slightly more than 
one in five public school students attends school in one of these districts (Sable, Plotts & Chen, 2010a). To 
determine the 100 largest districts, NCES includes districts in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto 
Rico, the Bureau of Indian Education, the Department of Defense Dependents Schools (overseas and 
domestic), and the four outlying areas (American Samoa, Guam, the Commonwealth of the Northern 
Mariana Islands, and the U.S. Virgin Islands), referred to as the United States and jurisdictions. While each 
district shares the fact that they educate thousands of students, they still have distinct characteristics and 
vary in many ways allowing for a unique sample of the school district population. Given that district 
populations can change over time, particularly those districts with increasing numbers of independently 
operating schools, this study included the 120 largest school districts for the 2007–08 school year (see 
Appendix), the last school year before the official start of the 2008 Recession. Increasing the sample by an 
additional 20% allows for fluctuations in population over the last decade. 
The 120 largest districts for the 2007–08 school year represented less than 1% (0.07%) of all of 
the districts in the U.S. and its jurisdictions, but they educated more than one-fifth (22.3%) of all public 
school students. These districts also included almost 20% (17.4%) of the nation’s public schools. Many of 
these districts are concentrated in a few states with slightly less than half (48.3%) of the 120 largest districts 
located in California, Florida, and Texas. The median number of students in each district is about 63,800 
with the districts ranging in size from about 42,000 students to almost one million students. Many of these 
districts served students who need language or disability support services or are from families that are 
facing economic challenges. On average, slightly less than 50% of the students in these districts were 
eligible for free- and reduced-price lunch (FRPL), about 12% of the students were English Language 
Learners (ELL), and the same percentage of students had an Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
during the 2007–08 school year. The median number of schools in a school district was almost 100 that 
year. Exhibit 1 in the Appendix includes more information on each of the 120 largest school districts. These 
facts emphasize that, though these districts represented a small percentage of all the districts in the U.S., 
they were educating a large proportion of America’s students. Beyond the proportion, these student 
28 
populations were often high-needs students that could benefit from support services making the decision-
making process around SSS an important aspect to explore within and across these districts.  
District Challenges After the 2008 Recession 
As discussed in Chapter 1, the 2008 Recession had a sweeping effect on the U.S. and the 
education sector was not excluded. States made some initial decreases in spending to account for shortfalls 
in state budgets and, by the 2011–12 school year, 34 states and the District of Columbia had reduced 
education funding (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2011). Many districts within these states were affected by 
these cuts including the largest districts. California, Texas, and Florida are home to 58 of the 120 largest 
districts and per-pupil spending decreased by between 12% and 23% from 2008 to 2012 in each of these 
states (Johnson et al., 2011). These reductions likely created environmental limitations for district leaders 
responsible for overseeing district resource allocation. Simultaneously, American families were facing 
harder times with a rise in under- and unemployment. Schools saw more students experiencing poverty 
and in need of social-emotional support services (Johnson et al., 2011). Federal funding from the ARRA, 
enacted in 2009, helped to offset some of the education budget reductions and the Education Jobs Fund 
enabled some districts to avoid staff lay-offs. These funding efforts were temporary and, by the 2010–2011 
school year, districts needed to find ways to continue to be sustainable without these temporary boosts in 
funding and in spite of state reductions that continued into the 2011–12 and 2012–13 school years.  
Data 
Part one of this study utilized multiple national databases as well as state longitudinal data systems 
and school district data to explore SSS resource trends (a reflection of the district policy decisions) and 
their relationship with district level outcomes. This district level analysis employed the Common Core of 
Data (CCD), the Department of Education’s primary database on public elementary and secondary schools 
in the United States. The CCD is a comprehensive, annual, national census of all public elementary and 
secondary schools and school districts in the U.S., including the U.S. jurisdictions mentioned earlier like 
Puerto Rico. From the CCD, I employed the Local Education Agency (School District) Universe Survey 
Data, the Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey Data, and the Local Education Agency 
(School District) Finance Survey (F-33) Data for the seven-year time period spanning the 2006–07 through 
the 2012–13 school years, where available. The data for both Universe surveys are submitted annually to 
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the NCES by state education agencies (SEAs) in the U.S. and its jurisdictions and contain many measures 
for each district including the number of teachers, guidance counselors, and other staff, aggregated student 
demographics, and the number of students eligible for additional services like ELL and students with IEPs 
(Sable, Plotts & Chen, 2010b; Sable, Plotts & Keaton, 2010). The U.S. Department of Education uses its 
Education Data Exchange Network (EDEN) to collect the Universe survey data. The U.S. Census Bureau 
edits the data and NCES maintains them in machine-readable datasets. The U.S. Census Bureau 
distributes the F-33 survey to all SEAs to collect finance data on all local education agencies (LEAs) in the 
U.S. and the District of Columbia (Ampadu, Zhou, & Johnson, 2010). SEAs submit the finance data to the 
Census Bureau between March 15th and September 30th of the year following the school year, but there 
is no official deadline. There are hundreds of finance measures in the Finance Survey including the total 
revenue and expenditures for each district, expenditures allocated for student support services and support 
staff, as well as revenue from the federal, state, and local level for each district. 
Each LEA has a unique ID number. I used these IDs to combine selected data from the three CCD 
datasets into one dataset for each respective school year. All of the datasets used in this study are publically 
available and can be downloaded from NCES’s website.  
I obtained additional data on major discipline incidents including suspensions and expulsions for 
the 2006–07, 2009–10, and 2011–12 school year from the Office for Civil Rights Data Collection. The Civil 
Rights Data Collection (CRDC) is a required survey that is collected every two years, for the most part. The 
collected data focus on what the Office for Civil rights believes are key education and civil rights issues and 
are used to enforce and monitor equal educational opportunity (Civil Rights Data Collection website). I 
combined these data with the Common Core Data for the school districts in my sample using the LEA ID 
numbers, which the CRDC also utilizes.  
I also employed both district data and state longitudinal data in my analyses. For select states 
(California, Ohio, and Maryland), there were school years where SEAs did not submit certain data, such as 
the number of students eligible for free- and reduced-priced lunch or the number of English Language 
Learners. Where possible, I utilized either state longitudinal data systems or district data from documents, 
like annual reports for the given year, to complete the missing data.  
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District Samples 
I used two district samples to address my research questions. The first sample included the 120 largest 
districts in the United States for the 2007–08 school year and the second included 48 high-needs districts, 
which are a subsample of the 120 districts for additional analyses. The study first considered the full 120 
large districts to explore the overall trends in this large district population and to determine what 
relationships existed between student support services resources and the outcomes since these districts 
educate large proportions of U.S. students. The study more deeply explored the subsample of high-needs 
districts because research has shown that the benefits of student support services can be greater for 
students from families experiencing poverty, living in distressed areas, or facing other challenges (Cook et 
al., 2014; Heller, 2015; Shechtman et al., 2013; Sorensen 2016). These increased needs could also be an 
environmental limitation because district leaders have to consider more factors when they make resource 
allocation decisions, .  
I selected the 2007–08 school year as the sample year for multiple reasons. First, the National Bureau 
of Economics, the official arbiter of U.S. recessions, identifies the start of the 2008 Recession as being 
December 2007 and the official end being June 2009, making the 2008–09 school year the first full school 
year during the recession not 2007–08 (National Bureau of Economic Research website). Second, by 
December 2007, the school year was already underway with state and district funding allocations in place 
for the year. It is unlikely that any major funding or resource changes were made in the last few months of 
the 2007–08 school year. Additionally, choosing the sample from the last school year before the 2008 
Recession provides a student population that is the most similar to the years following the 2008 Recession, 
which is important since many large districts’ populations fluctuate. Lastly, the 2007–08 school year had 
the most complete data for the main selection criteria for both the size of the districts and the high-needs 
characteristics. While data were available for years prior to the 2006–07 school year, the study’s intent was 
to focus on the years immediately preceding and following the recession. For this reason, the study does 




In total, there were 48 districts from the 2007–08 school year that met the criteria for high needs, which 
are shown in Figure 3 and is defined using the following criteria: 
1. At least 45% of the student population were eligible for free or reduced price lunch (proxy for 
poverty). 
2. A combined total of at least 20% of the student population were (ELL or students with an IEP with 
the split between the two groups being a minimum of 15% and 5%. (i.e., At least 5% ELL plus 15% 
students with an IEP or at least 5% students an IEP plus 15% ELL).  
Criterion 2 means that as much as one-fifth of the student population may require additional services if 
there is no overlap between the two groups, though it is possible that a student within a school district may 
be both an ELL and a student with an IEP. Even if some students were both an ELL and a student with an 
IEP, they still would require resources to support both needs. It is likely that having the overlap places an 
increased demand on the district’s financial and human resources in an effort to ensure that these students’ 
needs are met fully. In actuality, the majority of the 48 high-needs districts have much higher percentages 
in both categories as well as higher percentages of students eligible for free and reduced lunch than was 
set forth by the criteria. These characteristics will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Figure 3. High-Needs District Selection 
 
There are 16 states and the District of Columbia represented among the 48 high-needs districts. 
As was the case with the full 120 largest districts, California, Florida, and Texas account for a large 
proportion of the high-needs districts with 68% (30 of the 46) located in these states.  
Table 1 provides additional information about these high-needs districts. 
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Table 1. Forty-Eight High-Need Districts Sample 
School District 
City/Town for 




Elk Grove Unified School District Elk Grove CA 62,294 50.1 16.6 9.4 
Fontana Unified School District Fontana CA 41,959 66.8 40.0 11.2 
Fresno Unified Fresno CA 76,460 78.8 27.4 10.1 
Garden Grove Unified School District Garden Grove CA 48,669 64.1 45.8 10.0 
Long Beach Unified School District Long Beach CA 88,186 67.7 24.7 8.7 
Los Angeles Unified School District Los Angeles CA 693,680 68.5 34.7 11.8 
Oakland Unified School District Oakland CA 46,431 71.8 30.0 10.2 
Riverside Unified School District Riverside CA 43,560 46.9 19.7 10.3 
Sacramento City Unified School District Sacramento CA 48,446 65.0 27.2 11.0 
San Bernardino City Unified San Bernardino CA 56,727 82.2 33.4 9.4 
San Diego City Unified School District San Diego CA 131,577 62.1 29.5 12.6 
San Francisco Unified School District San Francisco CA 55,069 56.4 29.5 10.9 
Santa Ana Unified School District Santa Ana CA 57,061 78.6 55.9 8.9 
Denver School District Denver CO 73,053 65.7 25.9  
District of Columbia Public Schools District of Columbia DC 58,191 52.8 7.0 15.8 
Dade Miami FL 348,128 59.3 15.3 11.4 
Hillsborough Co School District Tampa FL 193,180 47.9 11.7 14.8 
Lee Co School District Fort Myers FL 80,541 46.2 9.5 14.0 
Orange Co School Board Orlando FL 174,142 47.3 19.5 14.4 
Osceola Kissimmee FL 52,742 63.1 18.4 14.3 
Polk Co School District Bartow FL 93,980 50.4 9.0 12.9 
City of Chicago School District Chicago IL 407,510 75.7 18.4 12.8 
Wichita Wichita KS 46,788 66.9 12.9 14.1 
Jefferson Parish Marrero LA 43,468 75.0 9.0 12.1 
Boston Boston MA 56,168 71.4 19.1 20.7 
Baltimore City Schools Baltimore MD 81,284 73.4 2.2 17.0 
Prince George's County Public Schools Upper Marlboro MD 129,752 46.7 10.7 11.0 
Detroit City School District Detroit MI 107,874 73.9 7.1 15.3 
Forsyth County Schools Winston Salem NC 51,738 47.0 12.7 13.8 
Omaha Public Schools Omaha NE 47,763 61.9 13.2 15.4 
Albuquerque Public Schools Albuquerque NM 95,965 52.8 16.8 12.8 
Cleveland Municipal City Cleveland OH 52,954 80.4 5.3 20.0 
Columbus City Columbus OH 55,269 93.9 9.9 16.4 
Philadelphia City SD Philadelphia PA 172,704 70.1 7.1 15.1 
Nashville Davidson County Schools Nashville TN 73,715 66.0 9.6 11.4 
Aldine ISD Houston TX 60,083 79.6 11.3 8.2 
Alief Ind School District Alief TX 45,183 70.0 13.6 9.5 
Arlington Independent School Arlington TX 62,863 54.1 7.7 9.0 
Austin Ind School District901 Austin TX 82,564 60.7 13.2 10.0 
Dallas ISD Dallas TX 157,804 84.4 15.7 8.0 
El Paso Ind School District El Paso TX 62,123 68.0 11.0 8.6 
Fort Worth Ind School District Fort Worth TX 78,857 68.1 27.3 8.2 
Garland Ind School District Garland TX 57,169 45.5 18.7 9.2 
Houston Ind School District Houston TX 199,534 62.3 13.7 9.1 
Pasadena Ind School District Pasadena TX 50,757 68.9 12.4 7.7 
San Antonio Ind School District San Antonio TX 54,779 59.4 15.2 12.1 
Ysleta Ind School District El Paso TX 45,049 69.3 11.4 11.1 
Milwaukee School District Milwaukee WI 86,819 77.1 9.5 18.1 
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I selected four districts from the 48 high-needs districts sample with which to conduct district leader 
interviews to better understand the resource allocation decision-making process and potential bounds. I 
based the selections of these districts on the descriptive findings with the goal being to target districts that 
reflected the local conditions that could provide greater insight (e.g. District X maintained its level of SSS 
resources even though the overall revenue fluctuated after the 2008 Recession. How were they able to 
maintain resources and what factors influenced the decisions). I gave additional consideration to the 
district’s size, in terms of student population, and geographic location. Additional selection criteria are 
provided later in this chapter.  
Support Services Measures 
I employed a continuous predictor measure of the total expenditures for student support services, 
staff, and associated resources since the levels of resources allocated to SSS each year and any 
fluctuations reflect the district’s decisions and, potentially, the bounds (environmental, cognitive, etc.) that 
were a part of these decisions. I created this expenditure measure by combining all expenditures including 
benefits that the School Finance Survey indicated were used under “pupil support services” and 
“nonspecified support services,” though only two districts reported nonspecified support services and that 
was only for the 2012–13 school year. NCES defines pupil support services as expenditures for attendance 
record keeping, social work, student accounting, counseling, student appraisal, record maintenance, and 
placement services. This category also includes medical, dental, nursing, psychological, and speech 
services (Ampadu & Zhou, 2009). Nonspecified support services are expenditures that pertain to more than 
one of the support services categories. In some cases, those responsible for reporting the information could 
not provide distinct expenditure amounts for each support services category. These expenditures are 
included in “nonspecified” instead of “other support services” (Ampadu & Zhou, 2009). The final student 
support services expenditure measure included all funds for salaries, employee benefits, supplies, 
materials, and contractual services for these two initial measures, but districts can, and often do, pay part 
or all of guidance counselors or other support staff from other expenditure streams (Ampadu & Zhou, 2009). 
For example, the New York City Department of Education includes salaries and benefits for guidance 
counselors in instructional expenditures. Given that the focus of this study was on decisions that districts 
make specific to student support services, the study only included the student support services measure 
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since it focused on expenditures allocated by the district solely to support students beyond instructional or 
other services provided by the district. It is possible that additional expenditures could be used in 
conjunction with student support services to support students, but this study included only those that could 
be isolated as student support services. For all analyses, the study utilized a per-100-student supports 
services measure. All funding was converted to 2013 dollars to account for inflation. 
There were four outcome measures. I included a variable for the number of student support staff 
per 100 students in the district as well as the number of guidance counselors per 100 students in the district. 
These measures were used to track the trends in the number of SSS staff employed by the district over the 
period of study that support students and SEL. Student support services staff were defined as “staff 
members whose activities are concerned with the direct support of students and who nurture, but do not 
instruct, students. Includes attendance officers; staff providing health, psychology, speech pathology, 
audiology, or social services; and supervisors of the preceding staff and of health, transportation, and food 
service workers” (Sable, 2009). To explore the effect of SSS funding on academic outcomes, I included a 
district level outcome measure of dropout rate each school year and an outcome measure for the average 
freshmen graduation rate. The dropout rate outcome was the percentage of students, across all high school 
grades, who dropped out of school for the given school year (i.e., the dropout rate for 2006 is the percentage 
of students across all grades who dropped out in the 2006–07 school). The graduation rate indicated the 
percentage of freshmen who started 4 years prior to the given school year that graduated that year (e.g. 
the graduation rate for 2006–07 represents the average graduation rates for students who were freshmen 
in the 2003–04 school year). 
Additionally, I included a major-discipline-incidents measure in the analysis for the high-needs 
districts. Schools with students facing more challenges (high needs) may have more discipline incidents 
that can be countered with student support services. This measure included the total number of in-school 
suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, referrals to 
law enforcement, school related arrests, and corporal punishment per student. The Office for Civil Rights 
collects these data and compiles them for the CRDC. 
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Other District Level Measures 
I included additional district level variables as controls. These included a measure for economically-
disadvantaged students for which I use the percentage of students eligible for free- and reduced-price lunch 
as a proxy as well as indicators for the percentage of students that are ELL and the percentage who have 
an IEP. I also employed the total number of students for the district. Additionally, I included school related 
control variables, the number of teachers per 100 students, and the number of schools for each year as 
well as a measure for the district location type (urban, suburban, and rural). I did not adjust for race since 
it was not a factor in funding formulas.  
Descriptive Analyses 
The descriptive analyses included a trends analysis and interviews with district leaders in high-
needs districts. The descriptive trends analyses explored student support service funding trends in the 
years preceding the 2008 Recession and the trends in the years after the 2008 Recession. These analyses 
provided a better understanding of what student support services decisions, on average, districts made 
across a time period when many districts faced additional environmental limitations due to budget 
reductions. Given that the study spans seven school years, I chose three school years to represent the 
variation for the presented descriptives. The 2006–07 school year represents the beginning of the study, 
2009–10 is the middle of the study, and 2013–14 is the final study year (see Table 3 and Table 4). These 
trends represent the average decision trajectory among districts in regards to student support services.  
District interviews.  
I conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with district administrators in four large high-
needs districts to capture the bounds (environmental, information, cognitive, and time limitations) that are 
a part of the decision-making process but not represented in the existing data. These interviews helped to 
explain why and how district leaders made the decisions. Initially, I contacted 27 district leaders in 15 high-
needs districts to invite them to participate in the study. The districts fell into three categories: (1) districts 
with a 30 percent or more decrease in SSS funding, (2) districts with a 15 percent of more increase in SSS 
funding, and (3) districts whose funding maintained a decrease or increase of no more than 5 percent over 
the study period. These categories represented districts that showed large decreases in funding, large 
increases, or that maintained funding. These funding allocation differences could be indications that the 
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district leaders faced a different set of bounds or managed those limitations differently. Other than the 
funding differences and being geographically dispersed, the districts had similar demographics, which 
made them high-needs. One additional consideration for the interview selection was the district leader’s 
tenure with the criteria being that the person needed to work in the district in some capacity during the study 
time period. District leader turnover can be high especially at the superintendent and assistant 
superintendent level, which eliminated some districts from the interview portion of the study. Of those 
contacted, eight leaders responded that they were willing to participate and seven were able to actually 
schedule the interview. District leaders who chose not to participate cited extensive work loads and limited 
time as barriers. 
To conduct the interviews, I used a protocol that was shaped by bounded rationality (environmental 
limitations, time constraints, etc.) and it aided in using the descriptive findings to probe further. To better 
understand the environmental confines that may have shaped district leaders’ decisions, the protocol asked 
district leaders to describe their districts, any changes during the study period, and challenges facing the 
students they serve. Participants were also asked what student supports were in place, how they made 
those decisions throughout the study period, and who influences those decisions Exhibit 2 in Appendix). 
Focusing on the circumstances and influencers aided in addressing a critical component bounded rationality, 
external environmental factors (Todd 2002)Exhibit. These questions also probed about potential cognitive 
or information limitations by asking about the decision-making process and those involved. The number of 
interviews in each district varied but the goal was to speak with a minimum of 2 district level administrators 
or staff members who were a part of, or have knowledge of, the decision-making process for student support 
services resources, though speaking with more than one district leader was not always possible. The 
interviews in each district took place with the district superintendent (or the equivalent), deputy/assistant 
superintendents, and/or student support service administrators. Each contact was asked if there was 
anyone else within the district that he or she believed could provide additional insight. Where appropriate, 
I made follow-up contact based these recommendations and attempted to schedule interviews. The 
interviews were conducted via telephone at a convenient time for the interviewee and lasted for between 
30 minutes to about 1 hour.  
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To analyze the interview data, I compiled all the interview responses into one data set using unique 
identifiers. I examined trends across the interviews through common words, phrases, and ideas giving 
specific attention to the bounded rationality constructs (environmental time, information, and cognitive 
factors/limitations). I then used these trends to create a second data set that explored the themes more 
closely for additional findings within these themes. I also considered how these trends and themes related 
to the fixed effects and descriptive findings for the high-needs districts (e.g. interviewee-reported decreases 
in student support staff similar to decreases from fixed effects analyses) and how they could provide greater 
insight. The focus of these analyses was to glean a better understanding of the confines and circumstances 
within districts that shaped the policy decisions made and the how resources were allocated. 
Analytic approach. 
Where the district interviews provided insight as to why and how districts made certain decisions, 
including the bounds that shaped these decisions, the quantitative analyses served as an initial gauge of 
whether district decisions to change student support services funding was related to student support 
services outcomes as well as high school completion outcomes and, if so, to what degree. These analyses 
were conducted before the interviews. Initially, I used a multivariate regression (OLS) baseline model to 
examine the relationship between SSS funding and district level outcomes followed by a series of more 
robust fixed effects models for the outcomes. Shifts in funding are reflective of the allocation decisions that 
districts implemented. The initial baseline model established the unadjusted relationship between SSS 
funding and the outcome. I then introduced controls in the second model to attempt to adjust for possible 
mediators that were measured (year, state, district characteristics, and district school characteristics). 
Relying solely on a standard OLS regression would likely lead to biased estimates from omitted variables, 
specifically the omission of observable and unobservable characteristics as well as time trends and other 
simultaneous events (Sorenson 2016). To account for the potential omitted variable bias, I included a series 
of fixed effects models for the remaining five models: state fixed effect (Model 3), district fixed effect 
(Model 4), year fixed effect (Model 5), state-year fixed effect (Model 6) and district-year fixed effect 
(Model 7). Specifically, I employed the following models: 
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Model 3. State Fixed Effects  Yis = β1SFis + β2Zis + ϕs + εist,  
where Yis is the outcome of interest (e.g. guidance counselors per 100 students) for district i in state 
s, SFis is the continuous SSS funding variable for district i in state s, Zis is a vector of district and 
school characteristics for district i in state s, ϕs is a state fixed effect, and εist is an error term; 
Model 4. District Fixed Effects Yi = β1SFi + β2Zi + ϕt + εit  
where Yi is the outcome of interest for district i, SFi is the continuous SSS funding variable for 
district i, Zi is a vector of district and school characteristics for district i, ϕi is the district fixed effect, 
and εi is an error term, 
Model 5. Year fixed effects Yit = β1SFit + β2Zit + ϕt + εit,  
where Yis is the outcome of interest for district i during year t, SFit is the continuous SSS funding 
variable for district i during year t, Zis is a vector of district and school characteristics for district i 
during year t, ϕt is the year fixed effect, and εit is an error term; 
Model 6. State Year Fixed Effects Yist = β1SFist + β2Zist + ϕs + ϕt + εist  
where Yist  is the outcome of interest for district i in state s at time t, SFist is the continuous SSS 
funding variable for district i in state s during year t, Zit  
 is a vector of district and school characteristics for district i during year t in state s, ϕs is the state 
fixed effect, ϕt is the year fixed effect, and εist is an error term. 
Model 7. District Year Fixed Effects Yit = β1SFist + β2Zit + ϕd + ϕt + εist  
where Yist is the outcome of interest for district i at time t, SFist is the continuous SSS funding 
variable for district i during year t, Zit is a vector of district and school characteristics for district i 
during year t, ϕd is the district fixed effect, ϕt is the year fixed effect, and εist is an error term. 
Missing Data 
For many of the variables included in this study, there was either limited (less than 5 percent) or no 
missing data across the seven years (see Table 2). In select years, the percentage of missing data is closer 
to 20 percent for that year for some of the outcome measures, such as student support services staff and 
the dropout rate. Considering that these were outcome measures, the researcher did not take any corrective 
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measures for these variables, but did exclude districts with missing data for the given analyses. There was 
no data missing for the 2011–12 school year.  
NCES does not collect all data each year and notes that there are multiple-year lags between data 
collection and release of the information. There is a multiple-year lag for high school completion data (the 
dropout rate and average freshman graduation rate) and the 2009–2010 school year was the last school 
year for which these data were publically available at the time of this study. The 2012–13 school year was 
the last school year with available school finance data (the source for student support services funding). 
 
 
Table 2. Missing Data Rates for Variables for Each District 
 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
  # % # % # % # % # % # % # % 
Student Support Services Expenditures 
(in 2013 dollars) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
               
District Characteristics               
Guidance Counselors Per 100  2 1.7 0 0 0 0 17 14.2  0 0 0 1 0.8 
Support Staff per 100 Students 18 15.0 17 14.2 0 0 0 0  0 0 0 2 1.7 
      Total Number of Schools 1 0.83 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
      Teachers per 100 Students 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.83 
               
Student Characteristics               
     Total Student Population 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%) 2 1.7 3 2.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
     English Language Learners (%) 6 4.2 5 4 7 5.83 0 0.0 3 1.7 0 0 2 1.7 
     Student with IEPs (%) 6 5 5 4.2 4 3.3 0 0.0 4 3.3 0 0 0 0 
               
High School Completion Measures               
    Dropout Rate for the School Year 3 2.5 3 2.5 26 22. 29 24.2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
     Average Freshman Graduation Rated 3 2.5 5 4.1 20 17 18 15.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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Chapter 4: Descriptive Characteristics and Trends within 
120 Largest Districts  
While the districts included share being one of the 120 largest districts in the U.S., their 
characteristics vary. This variation could present a different set of confines and bounds for these districts 
and the differences may affect the decision-making process as well as how the districts allocate resources 
to student support services. This chapter explores the trends within the 120 largest districts across the 
study time period. It also examines the characteristics of the 48 high-needs districts within this sample and 
considers if this group of districts differs from the overall large district population.  
Characteristics of 120 Largest Districts 
In 2006–07 school year, the number of students in the 120 largest school districts ranged from 
about 42,000 students to almost 1 million students. Excluding New York City public schools, the next largest 
school district had over 700,000 students. This range remained about the same with districts having slightly 
fewer students at a range of almost 40,000 students to about 1 million students by the 2012–13 school year. 
In 2006–07, total expenditures ranged from more than $384 million to over 23 billion in 2013 dollars. If New 
York Public schools is excluded, the next largest total expenditure was $11 billion for the 2006–07 school 
year in 2013 dollars. Per-pupil total expenditures ranged from $6,804 to $25,201 in 2013 dollars with Alpine 
School District in Utah having the lowest and Boston Public Schools having the highest overall per-pupil 
expenditure. Student support services expenditures for the 2006–07 school year ranged from almost $9.5 
million to almost $400 million in 2013 dollars. For the 2006–07, per-pupil SSS expenditures ranged from 
$85 to $1,541 in 2013 dollars. Per pupil spending trends are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  
Table 3 includes descriptive data for the 120 districts for three time periods, the initial study year 
(2006–07), the mid-study year (2009-10), and final study year (2012–13). Considering the outcomes of 
interest, there were changes in the number of guidance counselors per 100 students, the number of student 
support services staff per 100 students, the dropout rates, and the average freshmen graduation rate, on 
average.  The average number of guidance counselors for every 100 students appears to increase in the 
middle of the study and then decrease by the end compared to the average number in 2006–07. Conversely, 
the average number of student support staff per 100 students was higher by the end of the study when 
compared to 2006–07, but lower than it was during the 2009–10 school year. It is important to note that the 
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2009–10 school year coincides with the allocation of the American Education and Recovery Act funding, 
which provided districts with additional federal funding for a short period of time. It is possible that some 
districts decided to allocate this funding to student support areas, like guidance counselors and support 
staff, leading to an increase in the number of staff members available to students for that short time period. 
Once this federal funding ran out, districts may not have had the needed resources to maintain the staffing 
levels from the 2009–10 school year. The average graduation rate appears to increase by 3 percentage 
points and the dropout rate decreases by 2 percentage points between the 2006–07 school year and the 
2009–10 school year, the last year with available graduation and dropout data.  
 The trends across the other characteristics indicate changes, on average, for the 120 largest 
districts. The average number of teachers per 100 students remained relatively stable from the 2006–07 
school year to the 2009–10 school year but decreased by the end of the study, which may be reflective of 
district layoffs resulting from the 2008 Recession and environmental bounds. Conversely, as staff members 
appear to be decreasing, the percentage of students experiencing economic challenges appears to 
increasing over the time of the study for the 120 largest districts. The average percentage of students 
eligible for free- and reduced-price lunch is 47 percent during the 2006–07 school year and increases by 
10 percentage points to 58 percent by the 2012–13 school year. The maximum percentage of student 
eligible for free- and reduced-price lunch increases from 84 percent at the start of the study to 96 percent 
by the end.  
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Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables for 120 Largest Districts  
 Initial Study Year (2006–07) Mid-Study Year (2009–10) Final Study Year (2012–13) 
 N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max 
SSS Funding (Per Student) 120 524.1 212.2 85.05 1,541 120 574.5 287.7 137.4 1,947 120 514.5 241.1 133.2 1,790 
                  
Student Characteristics                  
 Total Student Population 120 96,637 116,890 41,612 992,354 120 96,419 116,410 40,613 1,014,000 120 97,001 114,442 39,813 989,387 
  Free- or Reduced-Priced  
 Lunch (%) 118 47.17 19.86 0.486 84.27 119 52.86 18.98 0.0651 86.55 120 57.61 19.48 4.132 95.9 
 English Language 
    Learners (%) 114 12.6 9.808 0.339 54.44 120 13.96 11.63 0.916 55.98 118 13.01 9.468 1.062 49.78 
 Student with IEPs (%) 114 12.41 2.735 8.021 19.71 120 11.66 3.699 0 20.25 120 11.58 3.608 0 21.74 
                  
District Characteristics                  
 Guidance Counselors per 
    100  118 0.219 0.096 0.016 0.658 103.00 0.232 0.064 0.090 0.421 119.00 0.209 0.071 0.000 0.424 
 Support Staff per 100 
    Students 102 0.468 0.242 0.048 1.453 120 0.494 0.263 0.001 1.828 118 0.475 0.287 0.003 1.725 
 Teachers per 100 
    Students 119 6.212 1.018 4.015 8.979 120 6.217 1.051 3.804 9.157 119 5.976 1.066 3.57 8.427 
 Total Number of Schools 119 130.5 107 29 829 120 146.6 171.9 31 1,541 120 147.2 180.4 32 1,596 
                  
High School Completion  
Measure                  
 Dropout Rate Each year 117 6.287 4.18 0.4 24.4 91 4.215 2.703 0.3 14      
 Freshman Graduation 
    Rate 117 68.23 12.44 36.8 95.3 102 71.38 10.83 45.3 97.5      




Characteristics of High-Needs Districts 
The trends for the high-needs districts were similar to the overall sample of large districts with the 
magnitude of the changes being slightly greater for some outcomes (see Table 4). The average number of 
guidance counselors per 100 students appears to increase in the middle of the study and then returns to 
the same level as the 2006–07 school year by the end of the study. The number of student support staff 
decreased, on average, by the end of the study when compared to 2006–07. The average freshmen 
graduation rate appears to increase by almost 5 percentage points and the dropout rate decreases by about 
3 percentage points between the 2006–07 school year and the 2009–10 school year, the last year with 
available data.  
The trends across the other characteristics indicate changes within the high-needs districts, on 
average. The average number of teachers per 100 students remains relatively stable from the 2006–07 to 
the 2012–13 school year. Conversely, the average number of staff members to students appears to 
decrease by the end of the study. This change in support staff occurs while the percentage of students 
experiencing economic challenges increases by almost 10 percentage points over the time of the study 
within the high-needs districts. One might expect the opposite in that the average high-needs district would 
increase the numbers of support services staff if more students seem to be experiencing challenges. 
Interviews with district leaders, discussed later, provide some insight as to why, on average, the decision 
to increase student support services staff was not made during this time period.  
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables for High-Needs Districts  
 Initial Study Year (2006–07) Mid-Study Year (2009–10) Final Study Year (2012–13) 
 N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max 
SSS Fundinga 48 559.30 208.00 327.60 1332.00 48 615.00 297.10 289.70 1947.00 48 535.30 227.70 239.40 1225.00 
                   
Student Characteristics                   
     Student Population 48 105,177 115,841 41,812 707,627 48  102,641  111,024 41,004  670,746  48 101,674  109,364  39,813  655,455  
     FRPL (%) 48 62.33 13.25 15.18 84.27 48 68.18 10.36 50.65 86.55 48 71.33 14.47 4.13 92.89 
     ELL (%) 47 18.85 10.71 5.70 54.44 48 21.79 12.77 2.18 55.98 48 20.08 9.83 3.59 49.78 
     Student with IEPs (%) 46 12.19 2.89 8.02 19.71 48 11.83 3.89 0 20.25 48 11.87 3.97 0.00 21.74 
                   
District Characteristics                   
Guidance Counselorsa 46 0.189 0.092 0.066 0.607 35 0.220 0.071 0.090 0.421 48 0.19 0.07 0 0.42 
Support Staffa 34 0.552 0.298 0.048 1.453 48 0.561 0.303 0.104 1.828 47 0.50 0.26 0.06 1.28 
Teachersa 47 5.932 0.954 4.137 7.906 48 6.172 1.099 4.094 9.157 47 5.821 1.134 3.655 8.331 
Total Number of Schools 48 163.20 146.70 44.00 829.00 48 168.70 158.10 46.00 894.00 48 167.10 169.70 43 1008 
                   
High School Completion Measure                   
Dropout Rate 48 8.67 4.53 1.60 24.40 30 5.61 2.65 1.10 14      
Freshman Graduation Rate 48 60.27 9.68 36.80 83.60 37 64.93 7.85 45.30 80      
                   
Major Discipline Incidentsab  44 11.15 8.37 0 30.04 48 25.69 18.29 3.94 92.52      
a  Measures are per 100 students. 
b The study only explores the impact of student support services funding on major discipline incidents for the 48 high-needs districts. Major discipline incidents include the total 
number of in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, referrals to law enforcement, school related arrests, and corporal 





Student Support Services Funding Trends 
To examine the funding trends within the largest districts more closely, I divided the 120 large 
districts into two groups, high-needs districts and other needs level districts. Other needs level districts are 
members of the 120 largest district in the U.S. that did not meet the high-needs criteria for this study (i.e. 
at least 65% of students eligible for FRPL, 15% ELL etc.). For this analysis, the study considers the median 
per-pupil funding for each group. Both the high-needs districts and other needs level districts had a wide 
distribution in funding levels making the median a more appropriate measure as opposed to the mean. For 
example, per-pupil student support services funding ranged from $328 to $1,332 for high-needs districts 
and $85 to $1,541 for other needs level districts for the 2006–07 school year. 
Figure 4 displays the median funding trends for high-needs districts and other needs level districts 
across the seven-year study period. For the 2006–07 school year, the median student support services 
funding per 100 for high-needs districts was slightly more than $40 higher than the median funding for 
districts with other needs levels ($514 vs $470). The median for both types of districts fluctuates over the 
seven-year study period with both groups seeing a decrease during the first school year that coincided with 
the 2008 Recession (2008–2009) and an increase during the years where funding from the American 
Education and Recovery Act was available. By the 2012–13 school year, the median for both groups was 
lower than it was during the 2006–07 school year, but the difference between the two groups remained 
about the same with a difference of $44.  
Across the seven-year study period, changes in SSS funding for individual districts varied greatly. 
For districts with other needs levels, the range for changes in funding levels was between a 96 percent 
decrease in funding to a 30 percent increase in funding from the 2006–07 school year to the 2012–13 
school in 2013 dollars. For high-needs districts, the changes in funding ranged from a 49 percent decrease 
to a 78 percent increase in funding. The average change for other needs districts between the 2006–07 
school year and 2012–13 school year was a 5 percent decrease and the average change for high-needs 
districts was almost a 6 percent increase.  
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Figure 4. Median Student Support Services Funding Trends Per Student in 120 Largest U.S. School 
Districts by Need Level 
 
 
While the changes within and across the district groups are apparent, the trends do not indicate how or if 
these changes are related to school and student outcomes or what circumstances affected district decisions 
during this time-period. The chapters that follow explore the relationships of the changes in student support 
services funding with student support staff and student outcomes as well as the influencers and 
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Chapter 5. Findings and Results for 120 Largest Districts 
Employing bounded rationality, this study analyzes the decisions that large districts made in 
regards to social-emotional learning and support services in recent years, particularly in the years after the 
2008 Recession. It explores the circumstances and limitations surrounding these decisions with specific 
attention to environmental limitations such as budget requirements, constraints, and policy context since 
these circumstances may have contributed to district leaders satisficing. I hypothesize that the confines and 
circumstances, including cognitive and information limitations, within districts helped to shape the policy 
decisions that were made and how the resources were allocated, specifically in terms of student support 
services. These policy decisions impact schools and students within these districts and these 
consequences, positive or negative, cannot be separated from the decision-making process. This chapter 
and the chapter that follows explore the relationship between student support services funding allocation 
decisions and student support staff as well as high school completion outcome measures. Chapter 5 
focuses on the 120 largest districts in the US and Chapter 6 examines a subsample with the focus on the 
high-needs districts within this group. Utilizing these outcomes findings, the study explores the experiences 
of district leaders during the study time period and how these experiences contributed to decision-making 
process in Chapter 7.  
The initial descriptive analyses indicated that, on average, district student support services funding 
fluctuated during the seven-year study period with funding levels being lower by 2012-13 than they were in 
the 2006–07 school year. The analyses also indicated that there were shifts, on average, in student support 
staff members as well as in the student graduation outcomes for the 120 largest districts as a whole. While 
these trends provide more insight, they do not allow for any determination of whether the shifts in SSS 
funding were related to the outcomes of interests and to what degree. Additionally, they do not take into 
account differences within districts or that can result from the state in which the district is located. The year 
could also contribute to changes, particularly the years during the 2008 Recession or when ARRA was 
enacted.  
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 Through robust analyses, I explore the relationships between changes in SSS funding in the 
120 districts and the outcomes of interest using a series of fixed-effects models. This approach allows for 
time invariant variables that may be immeasurable or not included in the data to be held constant. Through 
a series of models, the effects of the district’s state, the year, and the district itself, are fixed for the analyses. 
As was the case for the trends analyses, all funding has been converted to 2013 dollars to account for 
inflation. For each outcome, I first explore the unadjusted relationship between the outcome and SSS 
funding followed by a second model that attempts to adjust for measured district and student characteristics 
before exploring the fixed-effects for the 120 largest US districts.  
Guidance Counselors 
 Guidance counselors often interact with students on daily basis and are one of main school staff 
members to provide supports to students. Though guidance counselors may interact with students in the 
classroom or support students who are struggling academically, the funding to maintain their positions may 
come from district funding streams that are separate from those related to teaching staff or academic 
curriculum (Ampadu, Zhou, & Johnson, 2010). Districts can choose to allocate student support services 
funding to maintain guidance counselors. To explore this decision-making process in the 120 largest 
districts, this study examines the relationship between changes in SSS funding and the number of guidance 
counselors per 100 students.  
Table 5 includes all the models that examine the relationship between SSS funding and guidance 
counselors. The baseline model suggests that there was a positive relationship between student support 
services funding per student in large districts and the number of guidance counselors in the nation’s largest 
districts. This positive relationship disappears after introducing district and student characteristics in Model 
2. Increasing the number of teachers per 100 students is associated with an increase in the number of 
guidance counselors per 100 students. This association is not surprising in that a district that is able to hire 
additional teachers may also decide to hire support staff like guidance counselors.  
The remaining five models include various fixed-effects to assess the relationship of SSS funding 
with guidance staff. Model 3 adjusts for differences across state (i.e., state fixed-effects) and Model 6 
adjusts for differences both across states and years (i.e., state-year fixed-effects). Both models yield a 
positive relationship between student support services funding per 100 students on the number of guidance 
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counselors per 100 students with the coefficients having very similar magnitudes. An increase of $10,000 
per 100 students in SSS funding (the equivalent of a $100 increase in per pupil) allows for an additional 
0.009 guidance counselors per 100 students. In total, that would be an increase of $10,000,000 in a district 
educating 100,000 students and this increase would lead to a total of 9 additional counselors. This level of 
increase was not the norm for the study period. The average large district did educate roughly 100,000 
students in each year across the seven-year study period, but the average change in SSS funding was 
$1.50 per student, on average, compared the $100 per student in the results. This change would total 
$150,000 for the average district. For Model 3 and Model 4, this increase would result in a partial staff 
increase of about 0.13 additional guidance counselors in the average district, holding state effects fixed and 
then state-year effects fixed (see Exhibit 5 for additional calculation information). In practice, this partial 
increase of slightly more than a tenth of a full-time counselor would likely mean additional time from a 
guidance counselor for a half day once a week. There was no impact when considering year, district, or 
district-year fixed-effects for the 120 largest districts with varying needs.  
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Table 5. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding Per 100 Students on Guidance Counselors Per 100 Student in  
the 120 Largest U.S. Districts 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding  0.00477*** 0.00381 0.00872* 0.00171 0.00382 0.00879** 0.00138 
        
        
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  -0.00012 -0.00027 -0.00016 -0.00013 -0.00026 -0.00008 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.00172* -0.00004 -0.00011 -0.00173* -0.00004 0.00012 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.00281 0.00112 0.00134 -0.00285 0.00109 0.00117 
     Total Student Population  0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  -0.00015 -0.00006 0.00005 -0.00014 -0.00005 0.00008 
Number of Teachers per  
 100 Students  0.0372*** 0.0182** 0.0142** 0.0373*** 0.0178** 0.0124* 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.00610 -0.00618 -0.00734 -0.00612 -0.00607 -0.00683 
Rural  -0.0307* -0.0225 0.000748 -0.0304* -0.0228 0.00123 
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
        
Constant 0.193*** 0.03280      
R-squared 0.02 0.34 0.66 0.86 0.34 0.66 0.86 
N 771 771 771 771 771 771 771 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same 
as an increase in SSS funding by $10,000 for every 100 students or $100 per student.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Student Support Staff 
Student support staff includes many different school and district personnel. The staff could be 
attendance coordinators, services placement coordinators, social workers, and other staff members who 
support students in various ways. To explore the relationship between SSS funding and these staff 
members, the study replicates the analyses conducted for guidance counselors but, instead examines 
student support staff. Table 6 contains the results from the analyses for the 120 largest districts. The 
baseline model as well as the subsequent model that adjusts for student and district characteristics indicate 
that there is a positive relationship between student support services funding and student support staff. 
Similar to the guidance counselor analysis, an increase in the number of teachers per 100 students was 
associated with an increase in student support services staff in Model 2. Rural districts also had more 
student support services staff compared to districts in urban areas. For the models that include fixed-effects, 
only the year fixed-effects model (Model 5) shows a relationship between student support services funding 
and student support staff. For the average district of 100,000, the average total change in SSS funding of 
$150,000 led to an increase 0.44 staff members considering districts within the same school year. This 
finding may indicate that districts’ decisions to change the allocation of SSS funding varied during certain 
years like the those following the 2008 Recession and these decisions yielded a relationship with changes 
in SSS staff.  
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Table 6. Estimate of Per 100 Student Support Services Funding on Student Support Staff Per 100 Student in the  
120 Largest U.S. Districts 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (per 100 Students) 0.0418*** 0.0297*** 0.00963 0.00717 0.0296*** 0.00894 0.00534 
        
        
Student Characteristics        
     Free or Reduced Priced Lunch (%)  0.00057 0.00095 0.00083 0.00040 0.00077 0.00048 
     English Language Learners (%)  0.00032 0.00298 0.00609** 0.00052 0.00310 0.00554* 
     Student with IEPs (%)  0.00070 0.0169* 0.0153* 0.00121 0.0174* 0.0172* 
     Total Student Population  -0.00000* 0.00000 0.00000 -0.00000* 0.00000 0.00000         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.00116 0.00009 -0.00100 0.00116 0.00010 -0.00119 
Number of Teachers Per  
 100 Students  0.0561*** 0.02820 -0.01880 0.0590*** 0.03230 -0.01500 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.01840 0.01640 -0.00742 -0.02070 0.01540 -0.00588 
Rural  0.122* 0.08410 -0.02570 0.122* 0.08920 -0.01500 
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
        
        
Constant 0.238*** -0.06940      
R-squared 0.19 0.29 0.62 0.84 0.30 0.63 0.84 
 756 756 756 756 756 756 756 
N 0.238*** -0.06940      
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the 




Student support staff and the associated funding can aid districts in decreasing the number of 
students who drop out of school each year. These staff and resources can provide additional supports that 
students may need and enable monitoring of student progress so that schools are able to identify indicators 
or behaviors that may lead to students dropping out of school. The next set of analyses examine the 
relationship between district allocated funding for student support services and the dropout rate in the 
nation’s largest districts.  
Table 7 displays the results of the dropout rate analyses. There is a relationship between SSS 
funding and the percentage of students who drop out of high school in a school year for the baseline model 
as well as the subsequent model that adjusts for student and district characteristics. The OLS relationship 
indicates that increased funding also increased the dropout rate, which is not what one would expect. Only 
Model 5, the model with year fixed-effects, shows impact and it, again, is negative. Increasing per-student 
funding by $100 increased the dropout rate by about 0.2 percentage points, holding year characteristics 
fixed and adjusting for student and district characteristics. This relationship is not what many would expect 
and may reflect reallocation of funds away from other initiatives that may have supported students who 
were at-risk for dropping out. One additional, and more likely, explanation is that the models are not 
revealing the true relationship since they consider changes in funding for the same year that the dropout 
rate is measured. It is possible that districts recognized that the dropout rate for the current year was higher 
than they would like and decided to invest more funding in support services that could reduce the dropout 
rate in years to come. Considering this last scenario, the study explored the impact of SSS funding on 
dropout rates in subsequent school study years (e.g., is funding in the 2006–07 school year related to 
changes in the dropout rate during the 2007–08 school year, one year later, or the 2008–09 school year, 
two years later).  
As noted, the 2009–10 school was the last school year with available dropout rate data so the study 
could only explore the impact of SSS funding from prior school years with limited data. Table 8 and Table 
9 show the results of the lead year analysis where the study considers the relationship of SSS funding one 
year out and then two years out from funding changes. One year after the given funding allocation for 
student support services, the impact of changing SSS funding were similar to changes in funding during 
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the same school year for the largest districts. The same relationship also appears for two years after the 
funding allocation. Both of these findings may be due to a lack of data for multiple years since only 4 school 
years of high school completion data are available for the seven-year study period. The study only allows 
for 2 periods of evaluation where there are data to consider the impact 2 years after the funding decision 
(i.e. the impact of 2006–07 funding on the dropout rate in the 2008–09 school year and the impact of  
2007–08 funding on 2009–10 dropout rates). Access to additional data could lead to different results. 
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Table 7. Estimate of Student Support Services Funding on High School Dropout Rate in the 120 Largest U.S. Districts,  
(2006–07 to 2009–10) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (Per 100 Students) 0.438*** 0.174* -0.08640 -0.14900 0.199** 0.01020 0.09780 
        
        
Student Characteristics  0.0674*** 0.0588*** -0.02470 0.0694*** 0.0643*** 0.0456* 
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  -0.03210 0.00350 -0.0817* -0.04020 0.00732 -0.02600 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.04040 0.14600 0.18900 -0.08940 0.05360 -0.11200 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.00002* -0.0000225 0.000115 -0.00003** -0.00002* 0.00009 
     Total Student Population                
District Characteristics  0.0209** 0.0219* -0.0343* 0.0241*** 0.0221* 0.00852 
Total Number of Schools  -0.439* -0.27800 -0.30600 -0.347* -0.19000 -0.337* 
Number of Teachers per  
 100 Students        
Locale/Urbancity  -1.198** -0.47600 0.22200 -1.119** -0.52700 0.10600 
Suburban  -1.49100 0.13100 0.14900 -1.42300 -0.14300 -0.52700 
Rural        
   √   √  
Fixed for State    √   √ 
Fixed for District     √ √ √ 
Fixed for Year        
             
Constant 2.469*** 4.094**      
R-squared 0.11 0.42 0.58 0.82 0.51 0.67 0.88 
N 388 388 388 383 388 388 383 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an 






Table 8. Estimate of Student Support Services Funding on High School Dropout Rates in the 120 Largest U.S. Districts, One Year Later  
(2006–07 to 2009–10) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (Per 100 Students) 0.44000*** 0.186* 0.07490 -0.20300 0.18900* 0.10300 -0.03850 
        
        
Student Characteristics  0.0648*** 0.0576*** -0.01500 0.0638*** 0.0582*** 0.00207 
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  -0.03550 0.00147 -0.00987 -0.04200 0.00236 0.00141 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.05170 0.12400 0.10200 -0.06840 0.08830 0.01120 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.00002* -0.00002* -0.00004 -0.00003* -0.00003* -0.00004 
     Total Student Population                
District Characteristics  0.0203** 0.0214* -0.0217*** 0.0223** 0.0227** -0.00360 
Total Number of Schools  -0.30200 -0.15700 -0.19800 -0.24000 -0.12900 -0.21100 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students        
Locale/Urbancity  -0.915* -0.26700 0.38000 -0.901* -0.30600 0.32800 
Suburban  -0.84900 0.59100 0.97700 -0.83200 0.49000 0.78500 
Rural        
   √   √  
Fixed for State    √   √ 
Fixed for District     √ √ √ 
Fixed for Year        
        
Constant 1.959*** 2.963*      
R-squared 0.13 0.48 0.67 0.91 0.50 0.69 0.92 
N 269 269 266 247 269 266 247 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an increase 







Table 9. Estimate of Student Support Services Funding on High School Dropout Rates in the 120 Largest U.S. Districts, Two Years Later  
(2006–07 to 2009–10) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (per 100 Students) 0.43800*** 0.22500* 0.21500 -0.03030 0.23000* 0.22400 0.09440 
        
        
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.0638*** 0.0594*** -0.01020 0.0640*** 0.0592*** -0.00618 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.01300 0.02460 -0.03410 -0.01470 0.02180 -0.04640 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.143* 0.08750 -0.21200 -0.148* 0.08200 -0.28400 
     Total Student Population  -0.00003* -0.00003* 0.00001 -0.00003* -0.00003 0.00003         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.0221* 0.0215* -0.01740 0.0224* 0.0222* -0.00114 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  -0.27000 -0.20100 -0.13500 -0.29000 -0.23500 -0.18000 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.56400 0.06870 0.42800 -0.55300 0.07140 0.41000 
Rural  0.46800 1.40500 1.20700 0.39300 1.34500 1.01400 
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
        
Constant 1.794*** 3.467**      
R-squared 0.14 0.514 0.72 0.95 0.52 0.72 0.95 
N 169 169 166 158 169 166 158 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an increase 
in SSS funding by $10,000 for every 100 students or $100 per student.  
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Graduation Rates 
While dropout rates are one measure of student academic success in a district, there are many 
students who do not drop out of school, but also do not graduate on time. For this reason, the study includes 
the average freshmen graduation for the 120 largest districts as an additional academic outcome. Table 10 
includes the results for graduation rates. Initially, the baseline model indicates that student support services 
funding has a negative relationship with the average high school graduation rate. Adjusting for district and 
student characteristics leads to a positive relationship in Model 2. When exploring fixed-effects, only 
Model 6 (district fixed-effects) yielded a relationship with SSS funding on the average freshmen graduation 
rate. Increasing student support services funding by $100 per student increased the average graduation 
rate by about 0.52 percentage points, on average, adjusting for school and district characteristics in the 
fixed year effects model. The average change of $1.50 per student led to an increase of .00078 percentage 
points in the average freshman graduation rate. Increasing resources could provide additional supports to 
12th graders who may be close to meeting the requirements to graduate but need additional guidance. 
These additional resources could also support high school students in the lower grades and change the 
views or culture of the school as a whole in ways that support behaviors that lead to increased high 
completion success, such as getting to class on time or maintaining daily attendance (Bruce, Bridgeland, 
Fox, & Balfanz, 2011). This culture shift could positively affect 12th graders in the same school year. 
Like the rates for dropout, it is possible that changes in SSS funding had an impact on graduation 
rates in the years after the initial funding allocation. To consider this possible relationship, this study also 
conducted lead year analyses for average freshmen graduation rates, but there was no impact across either 
the adjusted simple regression model or the fixed-effects models for either one year after the funding 




Table 10. Estimate of Student Support Services Funding on the Average Freshmen Graduation Rate in the 120 Largest Districts,  
(2006–07 to 2009–10) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding -0.74700*** 0.37400 0.48700 0.51900* 0.31300 0.27600 0.23800 
        
        
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  -0.38000*** -0.31000*** 0.05910 -0.38500*** -0.32600*** -0.02790 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.09510 -0.26800 0.26500*** -0.07860 -0.28500 0.15800** 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.60700** -0.65200 -0.38100* -0.49800* -0.45100 -0.04830 
     Total Student Population  0.00003 0.00006 -0.00014** 0.00003 0.00005 -0.00012*         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  -0.02570 -0.0537* 0.0761*** -0.03200 -0.04960 0.0464* 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  0.05380 0.26400 0.11000 -0.25400 -0.12700 -0.05750 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  2.4000 3.8570** -1.08900 2.26300 4.0660** -0.89600 
Rural  2.6880 5.0810 -3.2950** 2.25600 5.51800 -2.6570* 
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
        
Constant 73.47*** 94.33***      
R-squared 0.03 0.58 0.70 0.96 0.61 0.74 0.96 
        
N 397 397 397 387 397 397 387 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an 





The findings across the outcomes demonstrate that the relationships between changes in student 
support services funding and the outcomes varied with one consideration (i.e. year vs. state) not explaining 
shifts in the 120 largest U.S. districts. For the number of guidance counselors, within state characteristics 
effected the funding relationship, while it was the year or district characteristics that mattered for the number 
of student support staff and dropout rate. These differences may reflect different funding sources as well 
as the level of autonomy that districts have when making resource decision related to certain areas. District 
funding comes from three streams, federal, state, and local. State education funding can fluctuate and 
researchers found that during the 2008 Recession and in the years that followed more than 34 states and 
the District of Columbia reduced their education budgets. This decrease in funding directly reduced district 
budgets and it is possible that some districts relied on state funding to maintain the number of guidance 
counselors. The relationships for funding changes across districts in the same year as well as the 
relationships for funding within districts likely indicate areas where districts were able to have more control 
over the related resources and the streams that supported them (i.e., fewer limitations). Within the same 
year, it appears that districts made different decisions about changes to student support staff, how to 
address student dropout, and how to support graduation. Bounded rationality emphasizes that decisions 
are shaped by both the environment and one’s cognitive abilities. It is possible that districts may have been 
experiencing similar financial factors in a given year (i.e., decreases in state funding) but had district leaders 
with varying degrees of savviness and understanding of how to manage these changes. Considering within 
district changes, it is possible that, over time, district leaders gained more information and experience, and 
had more time to consider the SSS policies leading them to make different decisions. Funding reductions 
also could have leveled out allowing administrators to make different decisions about how to allocate SSS 
resources, over time.  
It also is important to highlight that this analysis included the full sample of large districts in the U.S. 
Though the average funding in all districts fluctuated across the study time period, the needs of these 
districts varied greatly with less than half being what this study deems as high-needs. Some of these large 
districts serve more affluent student populations. The community and families in these affluent districts may 
be an environmental limitation in that they have more influence in district decisions than the communities 
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in other districts. District leaders may be limited in how much they can reduce student support services 
resources if community members value having guidance counselors and other staff to support students 
making it difficult for the district leaders to push back on this political power. It is also possible that for some 
outcomes, the relationship with funding shifts is only present in districts serving larger proportions of high-
needs students. Research shows that all students benefit from student support services, but that the 
benefits can be greater for students from families experiencing poverty, living in distressed areas, or facing 
other challenges. The relationships between SSS funding shifts and the outcomes of interest are likely 




Chapter 6. Findings and Results for 48 High-Needs Districts 
As noted previously, the policy decisions that district leaders make have consequences. The 
previous chapter explored the relationship between leaders’ decisions around student support services 
funding and staff as well as academic outcomes in the 120 largest districts. Considering that high-needs 
districts serve larger proportions of students that could benefit from student support services (SSS), as 
indicated by research, this study explores the relationship between SSS funding and the four outcomes of 
interest only focusing on the 48 large high-needs districts to determine if the impact from the broader large-
district analyses remains and if the magnitude of that impact changes. In addition to these outcomes, the 
study includes one additional outcome measure, major-discipline incidents per student, since students with 
disabilities, experiencing poverty, or other challenges (high-needs) tend to be suspended or receive other 
harsher punishments at disproportionate rates (American Psychological Association, 2008; Gonsoulin, 
Zablocki, & Leone, 2012). Districts serving larger proportions of these students, high-needs districts, may 
choose to change the allocation of student support services that could also be strongly related changes in 
discipline occurrences. The magnitude of these changes may also be greater for the high-needs population.  
Major-discipline incidents are the sum of the total number of in-school suspensions, out-of-school 
suspensions, expulsions, expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, referrals to law enforcement, school 
related arrests, and corporal punishment. The Office for Civil Rights collects these data and compiles them 
for the Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC).  
Guidance Counselors 
While guidance counselors provide needed supports for all students, the support that they provide can 
be critical in high-needs schools. Guidance counselors are often the main staff responsible for supporting 
students social and emotional needs and referring students and families to pertinent resources. To examine 
the relationship between the policies that district leaders choose to implement and support services 
outcomes, the initial analysis focuses on the SSS funding and the number of guidance counselors in high-
needs districts. Unlike the analyses for the full 120 large-district sample, the baseline model does not 
indicate that there was relationship between student support services funding and guidance counselors for 
the high-needs districts. This finding is likely a result of suppression. Once invariant characteristics were 
accounted for, student support services funding and guidance counselors appear to be related. Similar to 
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the larger analyses, changes in the number of teachers within a district was related to changes in the 
number of guidance counselors. This relationship likely indicates that districts that are able to hire more 
teachers also are able to hire additional counselors or, conversely, districts that need to reduce the teacher 
work force probably would also reduce the number of guidance counselors.  
Table 11 includes the results of the analyses. With the exception of Model 5 where year fixed-effects 
are included, all the fixed-effects models yield a positive relationship between large high-needs districts' 
SSS funding levels and the number of guidance counselors. Across the models, a change in student 
support services funding had a slightly larger relationship with the number of guidance counselors for the 
high-needs districts sample than the complete 120 districts sample. The impact for the state fixed-effects 
model was slightly smaller than the state-year fixed-effects model. Adjusting for average differences across 
states and years, decreasing SSS funding for the average-sized district with 100,000 students by the 
average change in funding of about $1.50 per student decreased the number of counselors by 0.20 
counselors for the year fixed effect model (Model 3) and by about 0.22 counselors for the state-year model 
(Model 6). This change is notable in comparison to the models for the full 120 districts where the decrease 
only led to about 0.13 fewer guidance counselors, on average.  
Unlike the initial full analysis, the district and district-year fixed-effects models yield a relationship 
between SSS funding in high-needs districts and guidance counselors. The magnitude of this robust 
relationship in both models is similar with Model 7 having a slightly larger impact. Decreasing per-student 
funding by $1.50 per student in an average-sized district with 100,000 students led to about 0.09 fewer 
counselors per student for both models. This difference between the larger sample and the high-needs 
subsample likely indicates that there was more variation in the decision-making processes among districts 
serving larger proportions of high-needs students. These variations could include differences in the 
environmental limitations, but it is more likely that these differences are the result of information, time, or 
cognitive limitations since most the districts in the study experienced budget reductions, on average. 
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Table 11. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding on Guidance Counselors per 100 Student in the 48 High-Needs  
U.S. Districts 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding  0.00285 0.00180 0.0135** 0.00568* 0.00201 0.0143** 0.00603*                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.00008 -0.00019 -0.00013 0.00010 -0.00019 -0.00012 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.00248* -0.00073 -0.00033 -0.00250* -0.00072 -0.00018 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.00622 -0.0103** -0.00073 -0.00628 -0.0106** -0.00102 
     Total Student Population  < -0.00001 0.00000 < -0.00001 0.00000 0.00000 < -0.00001         
        
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  -0.00027 -0.00030 0.00005 -0.00029 -0.00031 0.00008 
Number of Teachers per  
 100 Students  0.03770*** 0.02450* 0.02240*** 
0.03830**
* 0.02700* 0.02430*** 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.00745 -0.01080 -0.01680 -0.00719 -0.01110 -0.01870 
Rural  -0.0350 -0.0363 -0.00678 -0.0355 -0.0377* -0.00913         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √         
        
Constant 0.178*** 0.07830      
R-squared 0.01 0.41 0.70 0.82 0.42 0.70 0.82 
        
N 306 306 306 306 306 306 306 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an 




Student Support Staff 
Student support staff can take on many roles within schools. These staff monitor student attendance, 
provide social work services, or support students with individual needs. In high-needs districts, these staff 
members can be critical in ensuring that students receive the supports that they need. Table 12 includes 
the estimates of student support services funding on the number of student support staff in high-needs 
districts.  
Like the model for the largest districts, the baseline model indicates there a positive relationship 
between student support services funding and student support staff and remains when districts and school 
characteristics are added to the simple regression models. Increasing the number of teachers remains 
associated with increases in the number of student support staff. Similar to the analyses for the full large-
district sample, the relationship student support services funding only exists after adjusting for average 
differences across the school years (Model 4, year fixed-effects) for the high-needs analysis. For the 
average-sized district with 100,000 students, decreasing the total per-student funding by the average $1.50 
per student led to 0.40 fewer student support staff to high-needs districts considering year fixed-effects. 




Table 12. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding on Student Support Staff per 100 Students in High-Needs Districts,  
(2006–07 to 2013–14) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (Per 100 Students) 0.05270*** 0.0264* 0.02140 0.00601 0.0267* 0.02150 0.00381                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.00108 0.00092 0.000723* 0.00130 0.00112 0.00087 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.00022 0.00232 0.00810** -0.00032 0.00181 0.00647* 
     Student with IEPs (%)  0.00988 0.0318* 0.04270 0.01020 0.0326** 0.0496* 
     Total Student Population  < 0.00001 0.00000 < -0.00001* 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000*         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.00126 -0.00023 -0.00048 0.00113 -0.00032 -0.00066 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  0.0675* 0.04830 0.02290 0.0709* 0.05600 0.03440 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.02760 -0.03420 -0.01960 -0.02650 -0.02830 -0.00591 
Rural  0.11500 0.07260 -0.06100 0.11800 0.08430 -0.03820         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
                
Constant 0.231*** -0.213      
R-squared 0.25 0.42 0.65 0.79 0.44 0.66 0.81 
        
N 295 295 295 295 295 295 295 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an 





Students with high needs can be more at risk for dropping out of school. High-needs districts may 
use student support services funding to help combat dropout making it an outcome of particular interest in 
the high-needs district analyses. Table 13 includes the results of same year funding changes and dropout 
rates. Considering the unadjusted relationship, increasing student support services funding appears to 
increase dropout rates, similar to the 120 district analyses. None of the fixed-effects models yielded a 
relationship between student support services funding and dropout rates. To examine if the relationship 
appears in the years following funding changes, the study includes lead analyses to determine if funding 
changes in previous study years had an impact on the dropout rate in subsequent study school years (e.g., 
Is funding in the 2006–07 school year related to changes in the dropout rate during the 2007–08 school 
year, one year later, or the 2008–09 school year, two years later). These analyses also did not yield a 
relationship. As noted in Chapter 5, the study only allows for two periods of evaluation where there are 
sufficient data to consider the impact two years after the funding decision (i.e. the impact of 2006–07 funding 
on the dropout rate in the 2008–09 school year and the impact of 2007–08 funding on 2009–10 dropout 
rates). The data limitation may be affecting the ability to consider the effect of funding. Access to additional 
data could lead to different results.  
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Table 13. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding per 100 Students on High-Needs Districts Dropout Rates, 2006–07 to 2009–10  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding 0.46900*** 0.24500 -0.35100 0.10900 0.19500 -0.20800 0.34000                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.07970 0.07460 -0.04580 0.0979* 0.08310* 0.04150 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.12000** -0.10100* -0.05630 -0.0898* -0.05500 0.04250 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.11700 0.47600 0.94600 -0.14900 0.31800 0.10500 
     Total Student Population  -0.00001 -0.00002 0.000337* -0.00003* -0.00003 0.00021         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.01290 0.02330 0.01390 0.0227* 0.0249* 0.03270 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  -0.63200 -0.56900 -2.07800 0.10200 0.40700 -0.05570 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -1.07400 0.62800 0.61900 -1.53100** -0.16800 -0.15400 
Rural  -0.94600 1.64300 1.05300 -0.96100 0.76200 -0.68300         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
                
Constant 3.73600*** 6.94400              
R-squared 0.10 0.28 0.47 0.77 0.47 0.63 0.86 
N 150 150 149 148 150 149 148 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an increase 






Students facing challenges may find it difficult to graduate on time or at all. While ensuring that 
students graduate may be a priority for high-needs districts, they can find that students need additional 
supports to achieve this goal. Student support services funding is one resource that high-needs districts 
can utilize to support students in graduating on time. Table 14 includes the findings from the analysis of the 
high-needs sample. The unadjusted relationship between SSS funding and the average freshman 
graduation is positive, on average, in a simple regression model without fixed-effects. Examining districts 
within the same state (Model 3, state fixed-effects), increasing student support services funding by $100 
per student increased the graduation rate by 1.3 percentage points, on average. Considering district fixed-
effects (Model 4) and then the district-year fixed-effects (Model 7), the impact of increased student support 
services funding has similar magnitudes of effect for the average freshman graduation rate. Increasing the 
per-student funding by $100 per student increased the average graduation rate by 1.2 percentage points 
adjusting for district fixed-effects and 1.0 percentage points adjusting for district-year fixed-effects. 
Considering the average increase of $1.50 per student, this change in SSS funding led to a change in the 
average freshman graduation rate of 0.017 adjusting for district fixed-effects and 0.015 percentage points 
adjusting for district-year fixed-effects. It is possible that policy decisions made to provide more resources 
to support students to graduate on time in the same school year that they are expected to graduate could 
have an impact on students, particularly those students who are on the border of not graduating for minor 
reasons. With additional resources, districts could focus on credit recovery courses that are offered outside 
of the regular school day to students who are only a few credits short of what is needed to graduate that 
school year. These resources could also provide additional staff to check in with students to make sure 
they attend to class and meet the attendance requirements to graduate. There are many other changes 
within a single year that could aid students in being more successful during their 4th year of high school if 
a district provides additional resources, especially for kids on the borderline of meeting requirements.  
 These initial analyses explore the relationship between funding and the graduations rates for the 
same year, which is really the impact of the funding on first time 12th graders, students who should be 
graduating that year. Like dropout rates, it is possible that changes in student support services funding in a 
prior year could impact the graduation rates in the years that followed. Districts may use additional 
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resources to provide programs or staff to incoming 9th graders or, the opposite, need to reduce funding, 
thus, eliminating programs that supported underclassmen in graduating on time. For these reasons, this 
study includes lead analyses of SSS funding’s impact on graduation rate; however, the results do not 
indicate that there was any impact the following year or two years out, even after adjusting for the various 
fixed-effects. These findings are likely the result of the limited data that was discussed, previously. With 
more years of data on graduation rates, it is possible that there would be a relationship between SSS 
funding changes and graduation rates.  
 
73 
Table 14. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding on High-Needs Districts’ Average Freshman Graduation Rate 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding -0.58000* 0.04500 1.33300* 1.14600* 0.10300 1.09600 0.99600**                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  -0.34200** -0.31900** 0.03710 -0.37500** -0.34600** -0.02550 
     English Language Learners (%)  0.04930 -0.04350 0.219** -0.00035 -0.13400 0.06510 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.34000 -1.34400 -1.040* -0.28900 -1.20400 -0.52500 
     Total Student Population  0.00000 0.00006 -0.000154* 0.00002 0.00007 -0.00006         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  -0.00751 -0.0707* 0.0518** -0.02310 -0.0726* 0.0446* 
Number of Teachers per 100 
Students  2.03700 2.47500 1.70400 0.73700 1.01000 -0.03180 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  1.92600 -1.05900 -3.109* 2.53200 0.15100 -2.79600 
Rural  3.53300 -0.88300 -4.783** 2.99800 0.38600 -3.825*         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √         
        
Constant 66.10*** 75.61***      
R-squared 0.029 0.31 0.63 0.93 0.37 0.68 0.94 
N 157 157 156 154 157 156 154 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same 





Districts serving student populations that are experiencing poverty or other family challenges (e.g. 
transitioning to a new country) may need to provide additional supports to aid students' social and emotional 
development and maintain a positive school climate. The number of major-discipline incidents like in-school 
and out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, zero-tolerance policies, and school-related arrests can be 
indicators of a district’s overall climate and ability to support students through challenges. This study 
examines the impact of student support services funding on the number of major-discipline incidents per 
100 students.  
Both the baseline model and the model adjusting for district and student characteristics indicate that 
there is a relationship between per 100 student support services funding and major-discipline incidents per 
100 students (see Table 15). Comparing districts within the same year and then comparing within districts 
across years as well as across districts within the same year, increasing funding per 100 students 
decreases the number of incidents per 100 students. For the average-sized high-needs district with slightly 
more than 100,000 students, increasing funding by $1.50 per student led to 27 fewer major-discipline 





Table 15. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding Per 100 Students on the Number of Major-Discipline Incidents  
per 100 Students in High-Needs Districts 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
Student Support Services Funding  -1.668** -1.894* -1.4420 -0.4290 -1.787* -1.4800 -0.678*                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.0846 0.0172 -0.0235 0.1270 0.0593 0.0413 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.1230 0.1480 1.132* -0.2850 -0.0621 0.3730 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.5940 -2.1160 -5.375** -0.4410 -1.7190 -4.672** 
     Total Student Population  -0.0001 0.0000 -0.0002 0.0000 0.0001 0.0003         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.0282 -0.0239 0.1520 -0.0202 -0.0578 0.0256 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  1.9470 1.9570 1.2760 0.5580 0.9100 1.4200 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  1.3130 -2.4480 -4.4370 4.0780 1.2200 -2.2630 
Rural  5.0650 -6.3080 -3.0900 5.7670 -3.5070 -2.0100         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
                
Constant 30.74*** 25.34*      
R-squared 0.062 0.131 0.36 0.69 0.30 0.50 0.74 
N 135 135 135 134 135 135 134 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an 





Similar to what was found in Chapter 5 with the larger sample, changes in student support funding 
during the study period were related to student support services and high school completion outcomes. A 
key difference was that the magnitude of these relationships increases when the focus is on large high-
needs districts indicating that district leaders deciding to shift the allocation of these resources within these 
high-needs districts may have greater consequences. It possible that there are connections between some 
of the findings. For example, changes in guidance counselors may have an impact on the prevalence of 
discipline incidents. Decreasing the number of guidance counselors could also increase the work loads of 
student support staff, which could also affect student outcomes. It is challenging to determine the links since 
the shifts in funding appear to vary but the findings from the interviews with district leaders, described in 
the next chapter, provide additional insight. When looking across the five sets of analyses, one might expect 
to see a clear pattern in that shifts within states, within years, or even within districts appear to yield the 
relationship between SSS funding shifts and all support services outcomes, but the results indicate that this 
clear pattern did not exist. For guidance counselors, changes within states and within districts led to a 
relationship, but it was changes within years that led to relationship between SSS funding changes and 
student support services staff as well as major-discipline incidents.  
The findings in this chapter and the previous chapter provided insight into the resulting relationships 
from the implementation of student support services resource allocation policies. They demonstrate how 
these policy decisions connect to the on-the-ground outcomes in schools, all of which are shaped by the 
environmental, cognitive, time, and information bounds. Though shaped by bounded rationality, these 
findings do not aid in understanding of how or why district leaders made these policy decisions and what 
factors were a part of the decisions about student support services funding. For example, these findings do 
not explain how both guidance counselors and the broader category of student support services staff fall 
under the same support staff umbrella but were influenced differently by changes within the three levels of 
fixed-effects. Chapter 7 examines the reported experiences of district leaders within high-needs districts 
and the processes in which they report engaging when determining how to allocate student support services 
funding, particularly when their district faced fiscal fluctuations. These reported experiences allow for a 
better understanding of the findings in this chapter and why no clear pattern emerged.  
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Chapter 7. District Leader Interviews 
The findings in the previous chapters indicate that districts did decide to change student support 
services funding, on average. The analyses provided the relationship between district’s decisions about 
student support services funding and student support services staff outcomes as well as district high school 
completion data. One could speculate, but these findings do not provide clear understanding of why or how 
these decisions were made. It is possible that changes in guidance counselors or student support staff 
could be related to changes to student outcomes, but the changes do not indicate a clear pattern requiring 
additional insights that the previous analyses did not provide. The results also do not provide insight into 
the decision-making process within districts or the circumstances that may have influenced these decisions. 
This chapter includes data gathered from interviews with high-needs district leaders. These interviews 
provide a better understanding of the decision-making process and bounds (environmental limitations etc.) 
that shaped the decisions around student support services and funding. Understanding these bounds aid 
in understanding the role that environmental circumstances at the state and local level played in student 
support service allocation for specific outcomes or how events during a given year, like the 2008 Recession, 
may have had an impact on the support staff and completion outcomes included in this study. The reports 
from the participating district leaders, discussed in this chapter, demonstrate that these decisions were 
nuanced, influenced by information and cognitive limitations, and that the circumstances did not uniformly 
affect all outcomes in the same way, if at all. 
The interviews with district administrators in four high-needs districts were semi-structured using a 
protocol that was shaped by bounded rationality. The interview protocol focused on potential environmental 
limitations by asking district leaders to describe their districts, any changes during the study period, their 
experience during the 2008 Recession, and challenges facing the students they serve. It also probed about 
potential cognitive or information limitations by asking about the decision-making process and those 
involved. The number of interviews in each district varied with the average being 2 interviews with district 
leaders. There were three categories to which the districts could belong: (1) districts with a 30 percent or 
more decrease in SSS funding, (2) districts with a 15 percent or more increase in SSS funding, and 
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(3) districts whose funding maintained a decrease or increase of no more than 5 percent over the study 
period. Two of the districts fell into the first category with large decreases in funding, one district was a part 
of the second category with large increases, and the fourth district was a part of the third category 
maintaining its funding. The district leaders were superintendents (or the equivalent), deputy/assistant 
superintendents, and/or student support service administrators. Each worked in the district in some capacity 
during the study time period. Table 16 includes additional district information including the pseudonyms that 
will be used in referring to the administrators. As I discuss the findings, all district leaders will be referred to 
as “she” to maintain confidentiality. 
Table 16. Participating District Leader Labels 
District Administrator Label Role Funding Category 
District 1 
Administrator A Assistant Superintendent 
30 percent or more 
decrease in SSS funding 
Administrator B 
 




Superintendent of Student 
Support Services 
District 2 Administrator D Assistant Superintendent 30 percent or more decrease in SSS funding 
District 3 Administrator E Assistant Superintendent 
Maintained a decrease 
or increase of no more 
than 5 percent over the 
study period 
District 4 
Administrator F Superintendent 
15 percent or more 
increase in SSS funding Administrator G 
 
Director of Student Support 
Services 
 
I analyzed the interview data for trends and potential findings in addition to potential parallels 
between what district leaders’ reports and the results from the fixed-effects analyses. The sections that 
follow discuss the participants’ reported experiences and how they influenced the decisions made during 
the study time period.  
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District Background  
The participating districts were geographically diverse and include 4 different states. As previously 
reported using the Common Core of Data (CCD), each high-needs district educates a large percentage of 
students experiencing poverty in addition to increasing populations of English Language Learners. District 
leaders reported similar data and highlighted changes in student populations in the past 5 to 10 years, like 
more families experiencing poverty and/or immigrant families moving to the district. Administrator F noted 
that their “at-risk population, as defined by the free- and reduced-priced lunch count, has definitely inched 
up. [It] is an indication that we have kids that may be coming out of poverty situations that may bring forth 
a little bit more of a challenge.” Interviewees also noted challenges that can be associated with families 
experiencing poverty or who left less stable places, like limited education. Administrator D remarked, “It's 
really remarkable the number of kids who are first-generation high school graduates, or the first in their 
family to graduate.” 
In addition to providing background, district leaders discussed the supports their district provides 
to students, particularly supports for students’ social and emotional development and well-being. As the 
leaders talked about supporting students, many noted the importance of social and emotional learning, but 
they also shared that it was an area where additional training and understanding was needed among district 
staff and those who interact with students on a regular basis. While there was as spectrum of understanding, 
it was clear that support services and systems particularly those related to social and emotional learning is 
an evolving area and that some district leaders have a developing but nascent understanding of SEL.  
Administrator A noted that her district has been training staff saying that all of their “school principals 
go through pretty intensive data training [where] they'll be looking, not just at their academic data, but at 
their social-emotional data.” This spectrum of understanding likely influences the decisions that these 
leaders make around student support services. 
Decision-Making Process 
District administrators shared the ways that their district makes decisions about how to support the 
needs of their students and who is a part of that process. Though the level of influence varied, each district’s 
leaders reported that local government, politics, and community members influenced or at least attempted 
to influence the districts’ decisions. Community involvement was the most common in part because all 
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district leaders noted some degree of implementing initiatives that created opportunities for the community 
to feel more involved and invested in its schools. Participants from two districts noted that their states as a 
whole can be “very political” but emphasized that they limited the influence that the state and local politics 
had on their decisions. Administrator F said that they engage the community and politics exist but that it 
does not “affect the decisions we do internally.” Administrator A said “we have some pretty active special 
interest groups that are trying to advance specific kinds of interventions and programs,” but that the district 
leaders emphasized using data to drive their decisions. Outside politics seemed to have even less power 
or influence during challenging fiscal times when decisions needed to be made quickly than they did at 
other times when district leaders put more emphasis on having increased community involvement and 
investment. Regulations and requirements were a part of district leaders’ considerations, but none of the 
leaders reported basing their decisions solely on these guidelines. Instead, they believed that they were 
responsible for the final decision.  
The selection of participants was based on their leadership roles. Beyond superintendents and 
assistant superintendents, the study included directors or assistant superintendents that oversaw student 
support services. Three of the participants worked in this capacity within their districts, Administrator B, 
Administrator C, and Administrator G. When asked about student support services staff and these 
administrators being a part of the decision-making process for the supports, participants’ responses were 
mixed. The administrators in more senior roles felt that the leaders within student support services were 
included in these decisions while the participants in these SSS leadership roles felt that it was the more 
senior administrators that made the final decisions. Administrator B, a director of student support services, 
said, “I think we're beginning, at least I'm beginning, to have more of a voice [in the decisions but] most of 
the time it is a superintendent.” These conflicting reports are important because administrators in leadership 
roles related to student support services likely have more knowledge and expertise in this area than other 
leaders in more generalist roles. Excluding or only partially incorporating these SSS leaders’ voice in the 
decision-making process could create an information and cognitive limitation for those making the final 
decisions, especially during fiscally challenging times.  
The participants highlighted some of the decisions that the district made in the past 5 to 10 years, 
which included the period of time during the 2008 Recession and the time period after the 2008 Recession. 
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Some noted that the economic challenges remain. The most common theme among the administrators was 
that they tried to make decisions with what was best for their students in mind. Administrator D said “We 
may have a bigger caseload, we may have more responsibility for oversight, but we certainly do our best. 
The last thing anybody wants to do is eliminate a program, that's always a last resort.” Despite having the 
same intention, the four districts approached the budget reductions differently even though they have similar 
regulations from various levels of government. The next two sections will discuss the decision-making 
process around student support services polices during the 2008 Recession (when districts were facing 
challenging economic times) and the process once the economic climate for the district was perceived to 
be more stable, though still challenging in some cases.  
Recession Challenges and Impact Student Support Services 
Johnson, Oliff, & Williams (2011) discuss decreases in education funding across states that began 
around the start of the 2008 Recession, but were felt the most after the 2010–11 school year when funding 
from ARRA ended and the impact of the 2008 Recession had fully trickled down. The District of Columbia 
and 34 states reduced their education budgets at this time. This change in funding was highlighted by the 
majority of the interviewees through reports of budget cuts in their state during and since the 2008 
Recession varied. Administrator D cited 2011 as the year when the state made “tremendous budget cuts 
across the state.” All of the interviewed district administrators emphasized the perceived extremity of the 
circumstances describing it as a period of “crisis” and as “a really lean kind of dark time in terms of resources 
that were available.”  
 With fewer resources, the district leaders had to decide how they were going to manage the overall 
funding changes and what areas would be affected. Administrator C that oversaw support services said 
“we got to a place where we were providing what we were required to provide, and what we had to provide, 
but some of the additional supports that we know benefit students, we had to pull back from because we 
didn't have the resources to support them.” Other leaders mentioned similar lines of thinking and decision-
making for this time period describing what would be considered satisficing, though they did not use this 
phrasing. They felt that they were in crisis situations with only a few solutions and chose the solution that 
would be adequate or satisfactory (Gigerenzer, 2002; Selton, 2002; Simon, 1955; Scott & Davis, 2007).   
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The decisions that the participating districts made all included reductions but the actual degree of 
the reductions varied. As noted in Chapter 3, each district’s selection for interview participation was based 
on the whether it had a large decrease in its student support services funding, a large increase, or had 
maintained relatively the same level of funding. Two of the districts, District 1 and District 2, decreased their 
SSS funding by a large percentage. The leaders from these two districts discussed the how they made 
decisions to reduce SSS funding and the impact. Administrator C, the district leader that acknowledged that 
they chose to provide what was necessary and eliminate programs they believed were benefiting students, 
recognized the value of the supports, but said that the only decision that the district thought was possible 
was to “pull back” those supports. For District 1, the administrators used the expertise and information that 
they had to make what they believed was a satisfactory choice. It is possible that there were cognitive 
and/or information limitations that could have led the leaders to determine that SSS reductions was a 
satisfactory decision.  
The administrators in District 1 and District 2 noted that the decision to reduce student support 
services staff had a negative impact. In the years that followed the 2008 Recession and state budget 
decreases, Administrator D in District 2 reported that “we trim where we can and we're at the point where 
we can't trim any more, we have to eliminate. We cut things that are important to kids and to programs.” 
Administrator C said that District 1 laid off all of the social workers creating a “tremendous loss for the 
school district.” Though some guidance counselors were retained, all support services staff were included 
in their layoffs to some degree if not eliminated completely. Administrator A in the same district said that 
the layoffs included “Everything from community workers…to supplemental office staff workers at schools, 
to campus security officers. It included counselors.” The layoffs were like a “stone that hit, there were huge 
ripple effects from that,” Administrator A remarked. During this time period, Administrator C noted that 
suspensions and expulsions increased. For both districts that decreased their SSS funding by large 
percentages (District 1 and District 2), they also reduced their teaching force but the goal was to lay off as 
few teachers as possible. These reductions in student support services staff, in addition to reduced teaching 
staff, meant that schools did not have these professionals to support students during a time that was also 
challenging for families. There were fewer and, in some cases, no support services staff to provide services 
in school or to refer students and families to outside resources that could help them as they attempted to 
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manage difficult times. These reductions also meant the elimination or scaling back of related support and 
social-emotional learning initiatives. All of these factors likely contributed to shifts in school culture and 
major-discipline incidents in District 1 and District 2  
The other two participating districts, District 3 and District 4, took two different approaches to 
managing the reductions in funding from the state and other sources during and after the 2008 Recession. 
District 3 was able to more or less maintain its level of SSS funding and Administrator D noted that 
maintaining student support staff was not something that neighboring districts were able to do amidst 
experiencing the same state budget cuts and being subject to the same federal and state guidelines. 
Administrator D said that there were “tremendous budget cuts” at the state level which meant that the district 
had to do things “tremendously different.” One of the main ways that District 3 was able to retain many of 
its support staff and programs was that it decided to eliminate most of its central office staff. The district 
leader said that they “tried to impact the campus last by cutting at central office first, and we did not touch 
classroom teachers.” District 3 also reduced the number of administrators at the school level. This approach 
was not one that District 1 or District 2 considered. For District 3, the goal was to provide the same education 
to students and to limit the impact on schools though it is possible that these administrative reductions did 
affect schools. District 3 was experiencing the similar reductions in state funding but chose to approach the 
cuts differently than other districts in the same state or that participated in the study. District 4, the district 
in the study that was able to increase SSS funding, also targeted its central office for personnel reductions 
when faced with budget reductions as opposed to support services staff or other staff in schools, but this 
district was unique in other ways that are discussed next.  
District 4, the participating district that increased its SSS funding across the study period, is unique, 
which may be the case for the few other districts that also increased funding over this time period. It is 
important to note that of the 48 high-needs districts in this study, only five experienced 15 percent or greater 
increases in student support services funding. A combination of factors allowed District 4 to increase its 
SSS funding even as there were reductions at the state and federal level. The first factor was that the area 
where the district was located recently had experienced a natural disaster that affected many of the 
surrounding areas. As a result, the area received additional resources to help rebuild the region as well as 
its economy. The local government was able to use some of this funding to supplement its education budget 
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providing the district with an additional source of funding. Administrator F said they were “flush with cash” 
after the disaster. This district also has a governance structure in place where they maintain a balance to 
support their general operating budget which included student support staff like guidance counselors and 
social workers along with teachers. This structure in itself indicates that District 4 approaches student 
support services differently than other districts, but it likely was the combination of this fund and the disaster 
relief funding that shielded the district from the fiscal challenges that its peer districts faced.  
Recent decisions about student support services. 
As the economy began to rebound and the effects of the 2008 Recession lessened, many districts 
were in less of a crisis mode allowing some districts to approach the decision-making process slightly 
differently. Administrator C, whose district is in a state that has restored some funding (a shift in 
environmental limitations), said that “the last several years have been about building back and rehiring and 
retraining and building back programs and considering things that we don't want to build back.” District 1 
had eliminated much of the district’s student support services. For all of the participating districts, the 
leaders emphasized data driven decision-making, meaning that they are collecting and analyzing more 
data and trying to let the findings shape the decisions that the leaders make. For District 1, which laid off 
all of their social workers, they now have funding for the positions, but have used data on schools needs to 
determine how many social workers to rehire and where they should be concentrated. District 1 focuses on 
schools that require “the support of a social worker based on high percentage with out of home placement, 
high percentage of families who have child abuse reports, chronic attendance issues, high percentage of 
kids in foster care.” Administrator C added, “We've targeted schools with those high-needs.” While this 
district leader was very clear that the years following the 2008 Recession were very challenging, she felt 
that the fiscally constrained decision-making process changed their thinking and showed them how they 
could be “more efficient” when they were able to add back resources. School leaders in this district have 
been empowered to make more school-level decisions but the expectation is that they are letting the data 
guide the decisions with district leaders maintaining a close relationship to ensure that this process happens. 
District 1 has also re-evaluated how they allocate their overall budget with a goal of having some reserves 
should reductions happen again. Administrator A said that the district is committed to “fiscal conservancy” 
in an effort to avoid the types and level of lay-offs that took place during the 2008 Recession. The 
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administrators in District 1 reported approaching decision-making differently by utilizing data. This change 
could indicate that they have fewer information limitations and that administrators gained knowledge and 
experience in the years that followed the 2008 Recession. There also are fewer budget restraints 
(environmental limitation) allowing for a less confined decision-making process. 
 For two of the participating high-needs districts, District 2 and District 3, the ending of the 2008 
Recession has not resulted in any incremental increase in resources. Administrator D said that the funding 
for District 2 has remained flat for the past three years. She said that they are struggling and that it feels 
like the state has said, “We don't care if your enrollment goes up or down, we don't care if your needs go 
up or down, you get what you get.” For District 2, they continue to eliminate programs and positions, though 
they are trying to use data and focus on the priorities and “the absolutes” to make sure they maintain what 
is needed. District 2 also gathers input from the community in addition to district staff and tries to consider 
the feedback in their decisions. For District 3, the district that was able to maintain many of its programs 
and staff, maintaining has continued in spite of there being no change in their state funding. The district 
leaders continue to explore ways to best meet students’ needs and to be “creative” with how they manage 
the budget. They also try to involve the community and staff in the decision-making process, but the district 
leaders have the most influence. Administrator E felt that outside politics had a limited role in district 
decisions.  
Each of the participating high-needs districts discussed the increasing importance of social-
emotional learning and having supports for students. Across the four districts and seven participants, it was 
clear that student support services and social-emotional learning were areas receiving greater attention in 
education and that this attention was also increasing within their districts. Leaders in each of the districts 
noted that students were experiencing “trauma” and challenges with mental health that schools needed to 
address if students are going to be successful. With their current funding and the additional resources (if 
they received them), districts have implemented mental health programs, Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS) programs like Safe and Civil Schools, and are trying to move away from zero tolerance 
policies by implementing other systems and approaches such as Restorative Justice or Trauma Informed 
approaches. While all of the districts cited some combination of these, the administrators in District 4, the 
district that had increased its student support services funding, mentioned implementing all of these 
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approaches and initiatives. Administrator F noted that the focus is “on trying to change the mindset. Not 
just thinking about punitive actions but also give students way to address and avoid issues.” Three of the 
four participating districts also are using support staff to monitor attendance, which for some includes 
sending staff to students’ homes when they are not present for the start of the day so that they do not miss 
the entire day. Administrator C said that they have “focused quite intensely on attendance and truancy … 
helping students remove some of the barriers that prevent them from getting to school [including] a more 
robust mental health program to a number of our campuses to make sure that any mental health issues 
that are preventing the student and/or their family from getting to school are supported at school.” 
Participants believed that implementing these programs and emphasizing supporting students has 
improved attendance, student climate, and family satisfaction. 
Discussion 
In Chapter 5 and 6, the study explored the resulting consequences of large district’s resource 
allocation decisions that districts made. Chapter 6 focused on outcomes for large high-needs districts since 
the benefits of student support services can be even greater for high-needs student populations. The study 
noted that it was possible that changes in staff had consequences for student outcomes, such as changes 
in student support staff could be related to changes in major-discipline incidents. Administrators in District 
1 shared that the district reduced student support staff, particularly social workers. Following these 
reductions, the administrators reported that suspensions and expulsions (major-discipline incidents) 
increased. These reports support the hypothesis that changes in support staff were likely related to student 
outcomes.   
While it was important to understand the outcomes and the consequences these decisions have 
for students, those analyses also provided minimal insight about the experiences of the high-needs district 
leaders during the decision-making process or the bounds that shaped those choices (environmental, time, 
information, or cognitive limitations). This chapter explored the circumstances and limitations during the 
study period. Participants’ reports of outcomes and consequences of their decisions aligned with fixed-
effects findings and helped to explain the patterns. Some states made larger reductions than others 
depending on the state’s economy during the 2008 Recession and in the years that followed. As 
Administrator D in District 2 noted, the time period for the reductions also varied with some states reducing 
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their budgets over longer periods of time or not restoring funding that was eliminated during the 2008 
Recession. The interviewees in District 1 reported that the state had restored some funding and that it had 
changed its funding structure in a way that allowed high-needs districts to better meet the needs of their 
students. Interviewees in two other states (District 2 and District 3), noted that their states had not restored 
funding and for District 2 the reductions have remained in the years after the 2008 Recession. All of these 
factors would lead to differences across districts in the same year as well as differences within the same 
districts across the years (district-year fixed-effects) that the study showed in Chapter 6. In the analyses for 
the high-needs districts, this pattern can be seen with the guidance counselors, graduation rates, and 
discipline outcomes since it was the year and district-year fixed-effects that yielded relationships with 
changes in SSS funding. Administrator E highlighted that neighboring districts in the same state chose to 
cut support staff and resources but that her district made the decision to try to maintain programs and 
supports with minimal changes to support staff. These types of decisions demonstrate how including state 
fixed-effects would allow one to see differences between districts within the same state which was the case 
of guidance counselors. Districts experiencing similar state reductions and regulations (environmental 
limitations) approached the decision-making process differently, likely because of varying expertise and 
information bounds. 
The fact that there is not a single fixed-effects pattern in the quantitative analyses highlights how 
complex the economic situation was for districts during this time period and how decisions varied based on 
multiple factors (e.g., the year, the amount of funding reductions, district goals and understanding, etc.). 
The circumstances and considerations are critical to understanding how these districts made these 
decisions and why there were differences despite the fact that these districts share similar characteristics 
(size, high-needs students, etc.) and the goal of finding the best ways to meet their students’ needs. 
Administrator A said “I think we all have battle wounds… years out after that,” as she reflected on the study 
period and the decisions that they felt they had to make. All of the participants said that their district made 
some reductions in staff and programs; the degree of the reductions and type of staff varied greatly as did 
the ways they approached the decisions. For some districts, reducing or eliminating student support 
services was the satisfactory decision when faced with the alternative of reducing or eliminating teachers. 
Other districts found ways to maintain, like reducing central office and other administrative staff, and some 
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even increased resources for student support services, though this was less common. The data from NCES 
indicated that there were districts that made each of these decisions despite similar need levels. These 
leaders needed to make complicated decisions across diverse areas. The choices needed to be made 
swiftly or within specific time constraints based on the knowledge and expertise that the administrators 
possessed. They may have made a different choice if there were no confines and they had unlimited time 
or a different skill set.  
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 
Research indicates that supporting the needs of students, especially their social-emotional learning, 
is linked to student success in the classroom and in life. Support throughout a child’s development can lead 
to better academic and non-academic outcomes. These interventions and practices can also improve 
school climate and culture. The benefits can be even greater for schools and districts serving high-needs 
student populations. That said, the positive research supporting student services and social-emotional 
learning may not be enough for district leaders who must make many decisions at any given time. There 
are many aspects and components to running a district and student support services is one among many 
areas that district leaders have to consider sometimes with limited information or understanding of the field. 
These decisions can be more complicated during complex times like periods of fiscal restraint. Leaders in 
decision-making roles may only be aware of a few solutions and potential alternatives which, combined 
with the pressures of the time, may lead them to settle for a solution that is adequate rather than try to 
optimize (Gigerenzer, 2002; Selton, 2002; Scott & Davis, 2007; Simon, 1955).  
 The high-needs district leader participants in this study indicated that the years during and following 
the 2008 Recession posed many challenges particularly for district budgets. They indicated that the 
confines and circumstances of the time period influenced the districts’ allocation decisions. Education often 
makes up a large percentage of states’ overall budget and, facing decreased revenue, states chose to 
reduce education spending during this time. The reductions left districts with fewer financial resources which, 
in turn, required them to make decisions about how to allocate the limited resources. District leaders 
indicated that in making decisions about how to manage decreased funding, they considered the priorities 
for the district and, for all of the participants, one of the main priorities was retaining as many classroom 
teachers as possible. The emphasis on retaining teachers is a reflection of the district leaders’ knowledge 
and expertise (cognitive bounds). It is difficult to say whether the district leaders’ conclusion that classroom 
teachers are more critical than other staff is correct but it is a reflection of how they perceived the situation 
and their expertise. Classrooms teachers tend to account for the majority of a district’s budget leaving very 
few other areas for reductions with student support services being an area for consideration. District leaders 
chose from the available strategies deciding on the one that they felt was satisfactory for their situation. 
Both the administrative data and data from anecdotal reports indicate that districts made various decisions. 
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Some districts, both high needs and other needs, made the decision to reduce or eliminate student support 
services and the associated funding, which may not be what many would expect. Bounded rationality 
indicates that one’s rational decision may be limited by risks and uncertainty, incomplete information about 
alternatives, and/or complexity (Simon, 1972). For these districts, reducing or eliminating student support 
services was the rational decision when faced with the alternative of reducing or eliminating teachers. Other 
districts approached these limitations differently and found ways to maintain student support staff, such as 
reducing central office and other administrative staff. There were districts that made each of these decisions 
despite similar need levels and goals making bounded rationality critical to understanding why districts that 
seem similar made different decisions.  
 After examining the full 120 large-district sample and the large high-needs district sample, changes 
in student support services funding are more strongly related to the staff and high school completion 
outcomes in high-needs districts. This finding aligns with what researchers have found in that the benefits 
of support services may be greater for students facing more challenges or with more needs. For the high-
needs districts, the results of the fixed-effects analyses reflect the complexities of the time period with no 
clear pattern across the outcomes. Though guidance counselors and other support staff are both student 
support services personnel, the relationship with SSS funding changes varied for the two outcomes 
indicating that districts made decisions differently for the two groups. Adjusting for multiple possible effects 
reveals the robust relationship between changes in funding and guidance counselors (e.g. state differences, 
within-district differences across years, etc.). Conversely, only when differences across the years is 
accounted for do we see the strong relationship between funding changes and student support staff. The 
relationships for graduation and dropout rates differed in that the strongest relationships existed when the 
focus was on decisions made within the district across the years or considering decisions that the high-
needs districts made during the same year.  
As the economy within states and districts became more stable, the decision-making process 
changed for the interviewed district leaders. The circumstances felt less dire and leaders were able to 
consider more factors when determining how to support students’ needs. All of the leaders emphasized the 
importance of including data in their decisions and having data-driven processes. They also were seeking 
resources to better understand effective ways to implement social-emotional learning and supports for 
91 
students, such as positive behavior interventions and trauma-informed approaches. For these leaders, the 
role that local and state politics played in the decisions was more fiscal in that these political leaders 
determined the level of resources that would be allocated to the districts. Some district leaders noted that 
politics did influence other decisions like the hiring of superintendents, but all of the leaders felt that the 
district made the final decisions related to students and supports. If anything, it was input from the 
community that had more influence, which seemed to be largely due district leaders desire to have local 
business and families more involved with the district and its schools. This desire was based on district 
leaders’ knowledge and expertise (information and cognitive bounds) which led them to believe that 
increased community buy-in would aid in a better education experience for students. Placing some 
emphasis on building this relationship likely creates environmental limitations when making decisions even 
if district leaders did not perceive them.  
Limitations 
 This study delves into the process of shaping the allocation decisions taking place in districts, 
particularly during times of fiscal constraint. It focuses on allocations to student support services, an area 
the research supports as critical for child development, though it can be seen as an area that is less 
fundamental to a child’s overall education. Analyzing district level outcomes revealed the ways that 
decisions to change student support services funding related to the number of support staff and graduation 
outcomes. These analyses did not provide insight into how districts arrived at these decisions. To better 
understand the process and the circumstances that influenced districts’ decisions, the study interviewed 
district leaders to learn more about their experiences, especially in the years after the 2008 Recession. 
Unfortunately, these interviews were limited to the 4 districts with administrators who were able to 
participate. Though roughly 30 high-needs districts fit the funding criteria (large increases, large decreases, 
or maintained funding), many cited time constraints and district demands as barriers to participating. It is 
possible that having additional districts participate may have provided either additional insights or further 
supported the experiences of the district leaders who were able to participate in the study, with the latter 
being most likely. Additional interviews may have bolstered the shared experiences demonstrating that the 
findings were not unique to specific districts, but common among districts with similar limitations. 
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 Another limitation was the available district data. Most of the data came from NCES surveys. The 
availability of the data is dependent on NCES’s ability to process and release the data. There were years 
for which data were not available like dropout or graduation data beyond the 2009–10 school year or school 
finance data beyond the 2012–13 school year. Collecting these data from local education agencies takes 
time and resources and NCES is limited by these factors. Having these data would have allowed for a 
longer study time period and the exploration of relationships across longer periods of time like the 
relationship between changes in funding on dropout rates in the years after the decision.  
 Rigorous research and measurement of student support services and social-emotional learning 
has improved over the years but still remains limited. With few education agencies collecting or reporting 
these data, especially the fiscal components, it is difficult to obtain reliable measures that are specific to the 
many constructs in the student services field and allow for in-depth analysis. The available finance survey 
data is collected from all of the large districts but it groups all the main funding streams for students support 
services into one category. Funding for social workers is categorized with attendance monitors, 
psychologists, related curriculum, and other related areas. Having measures specific to each service would 
have allowed for more in depth analyses such as exploring if changes in funding were more strongly related 
to social workers as oppose to other areas, especially since some district leaders reported that student 
support services reductions targeted social workers.  
Policy Implications and Considerations for Future Research 
Student support services, particularly social and emotional learning and development, is an area 
receiving more attention in education. Along with this increasing prevalence, researcher and evaluators are 
implementing and discovering better ways to measure and study these areas. Schools and districts are 
asking students and families for their feedback and to share their experiences in school climate surveys. 
Districts are collecting more data on related programs and initiatives. With these additional data, more in 
depth studies will be possible allowing for a better understanding of how districts are deciding to pursue 
these programs and changes as well as the impact. Improving these data and their understanding can 
assist district leaders as they evaluate policies related to student support services. It is difficult to say which 
districts made the “right” decision in the years after the 2008 Recession since each one had its own unique 
circumstances. Ideally, they would have maintained their student support services resources, but those that 
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chose to do so still decided to make cuts in other areas. It is possible that these other reductions also had 
negative effects. The hope is that, with improved data, district leaders can be more informed and be enabled 
to make decisions about student support services with fewer confines and better insight. 
The fact that many of the high-needs districts educate similar student populations, experienced 
reductions in funding, and, for some, are also in the same state or region, could make for an opportunity 
for collaboration among districts, especially when trying to make challenging decisions. It is possible that 
some districts already are working with each other to share best practices. In fact, one district shared that 
they were collaborating with 9 other districts in their state on data collection in an effort to better support 
their students’ needs and learn about strategies that are yielding positive results in partner districts. Given 
that these other high-needs districts seemed to share the overarching goal of supporting their students’ 
needs, collaborating with similar districts in their region or state could prove to be a promising relationship 
and enable them to utilize their collective expertise. Bounded rationality highlights that environmental 
factors shape decisions but so do cognitive and information limitations (Schiliro, 2013; Todd, 2002). 
Encouraging collaboration between multiple leaders across districts who may have varying degrees of 
knowledge and expertise could eliminate the cognitive and information challenges that administrators can 
experience when relying solely on themselves or the leaders within their district. Implementing these 
communities that allow for the sharing best practices across these districts is one area that state and local 
policy makers should consider.  
Beyond continuing to improve and utilize data as well as considering cross-district collaboration, 
there may be opportunities for researchers and policy makers to explore priority areas related to supporting 
students. Many of the interviewed district leaders emphasized the importance of attendance and how poor 
attendance can be sign of larger family challenges. Future research should explore the ways that student 
support services can help to improve student attendance as well as address circumstances that could be 
affecting student attendance, especially because absenteeism is linked to dropout. As data collection efforts 
continue to improve and become more vast, obtaining comprehensive and reliable measures at the school 
and district level will be possible. Leaders at the local, state, and federal level can use this information to 
develop policies that support students and potentially improve their learning experiences. They can also 
allocate resources to researching the efficacy of related programs and initiatives.  
94 
While still developing, the inclusion and implementation of student support services in ways that 
are more systematic and focus on student’s social-emotional learning is more prevalent in education than 
ever before. Policy makers and education leaders are seeking out research-based interventions that have 
proven to benefit students and schools. As the field continues to grow and improve, district leaders will have 
access to more reliable data that they can use in data-driven decision-making. There will also be the 
opportunity for districts educating similar populations to collaborate on the policies that they are 
implementing, especially if they are yielding positive results. Pressure from challenging fiscal times may 
make district leaders feel like they have limited options, but, as more research becomes available, it is 
possible that these leaders and policy makers will be able to make more informed decisions about how to 
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MOBILE COUNTY AL 64,375 62.9 2.1 12.5 4,049 115 
ANCHORAGE SCHOOL DISTRICT AK 48,857 30.5 10.8 13.7 2,685 97 
MESA UNIFIED DISTRICT AZ 73,044 47.4 13.4 10.1 3,808 90 
TUCSON UNIFIED DISTRICT AZ 59,327  13.2 12.4 3,476 125 
CAPISTRANO UNIFIED CA 52,390 16.9  8.9 2,238 62 
CORONA-NORCO UNIFIED CA 51,322 41.5  11.0 2,387 51 
ELK GROVE UNIFIED CA 62,294 50.1 16.4 9.4 2,985 64 
FONTANA UNIFIED CA 41,959 66.8 40.0 11.2 1,832 44 
FRESNO UNIFIED CA 76,460 78.8 27.4 10.1 3,919 112 
GARDEN GROVE UNIFIED CA 48,669 64.1 45.8 10.0 2,107 67 
LONG BEACH UNIFIED CA 88,186 67.7 24.7 8.7 4,210 95 
LOS ANGELES UNIFIED CA 693,680 68.5 34.7 11.8 34,960 837 
OAKLAND UNIFIED CA 46,431 71.7 30.0 10.2 2,627 160 
RIVERSIDE UNIFIED CA 43,560 46.9 19.7 10.3 1,789 50 
SACRAMENTO CITY UNIFIED CA 48,446 65.0 27.2 11.0 2,404 95 
SAN BERNARDINO CITY UNIFIED CA 56,727 82.2 33.4 9.4 2,594 73 
SAN DIEGO UNIFIED CA 131,577 62.0 29.5 12.6 6,986 224 
SAN FRANCISCO UNIFIED CA 55,069 56.4 29.5 10.9 3,114 118 
SAN JUAN UNIFIED CA 47,400 34.2  9.6 2,240 81 
SANTA ANA UNIFIED CA 57,061 78.6 55.9 8.9 2,593 61 
SWEETWATER UNION HIGH CA 42,591 41.7  10.9 1,896 31 
CHERRY CREEK, SCHOOL DISTRICT NO. 
5, IN THE COUNTY OF ARAPAH CO 50,601 21.2 6.2 0.0 2,942 56 
SCHOOL DISTRICT NO. 1 IN THE 
COUNTY OF DENVER AND STATE OF C CO 73,053 65.7 25.9 0.0 4,142 152 
DOUGLAS COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT CO 52,983 4.5 1.8 0.0 2,951 72 
JEFFERSON COUNTY SCHOOL  CO 86,168 24.3 5.6 0.0 4,890 164 
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS DC 58,191 52.8 7.0 15.8 4,400 175 
BREVARD FL 74,369 30.5 2.4 18.1 4,623 130 
BROWARD FL 258,893 44.4 10.1 11.8 14,931 319 
COLLIER FL 42,723 44.2 15.0 14.3 2,792 80 
DADE FL 348,128 59.3 15.3 11.4 22,048 514 
DUVAL FL 124,740 39.0 3.1 16.2 7,848 182 
ESCAMBIA FL 41,854 59.5 0.9 17.2 2,886 84 
HILLSBOROUGH FL 193,180 47.9 11.7 14.8 12,759 306 
LEE FL 80,541 46.1 9.5 14.0 4,953 125 
MANATEE FL 42,524 44.5 9.9 18.4 2,551 80 
MARION FL 42,577 53.8 4.7 16.3 2,688 68 
ORANGE FL 174,142 47.3 19.5 14.4 11,117 249 
OSCEOLA FL 52,742 63.1 18.4 14.3 3,054 66 
PALM BEACH FL 170,883 41.1 10.8 15.1 10,737 269 
PASCO FL 66,314 41.8 4.3 16.9 4,378 107 
PINELLAS FL 107,892 40.8 3.5 15.6 7,048 178 
POLK FL 93,980 50.4 9.0 12.9 6,707 170 
SARASOTA FL 42,013 35.1 5.3 16.1 2,808 66 
SEMINOLE FL 65,378 31.7 4.0 13.4 4,136 81 
VOLUSIA FL 64,488 42.5 4.7 17.3 4,322 102 
ATLANTA PUBLIC SCHOOLS GA 49,991 76.1 3.0 9.4 3,766 118 
CLAYTON COUNTY GA 52,717 73.8 6.9 9.7 3,630 64 
COBB COUNTY GA 107,307 35.2 8.6 11.7 8,119 116 
DEKALB COUNTY GA 100,273 65.5 6.5 9.3 6,999 155 
FULTON COUNTY GA 86,225 37.2 5.3 10.3 6,211 99 
GWINNETT COUNTY GA 155,618 41.3 12.8 11.5 10,840 116 
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HAWAII DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION HI 179,897 37.7 9.4 11.4 11,396 290 
CITY OF CHICAGO SCHOOL DISTRICT IL 407,510 75.7 18.4 12.8 20,924 642 
WICHITA KS 46,788 66.9 12.9 14.1 2,945 90 
JEFFERSON COUNTY KY 95,871 55.1 4.7 14.2 6,057 174 
CADDO PARISH LA 42,865 62.3 0.4 12.1 2,883 76 
EAST BATON ROUGE PARISH LA 45,714 76.8 1.6 11.6 3,090 91 
JEFFERSON PARISH LA 43,468 75.0 9.0 12.1 3,101 90 
ANNE ARUNDEL COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS MD 73,400 21.8  11.6 5,000 124 
BALTIMORE CITY PUBLIC SCHOOLS MD 81,284 73.4  17.0 5,877 201 
BALTIMORE COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS MD 104,283 34.4  12.8 7,374 171 
HOWARD COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS MD 49,542 11.7  9.3 3,757 73 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS MD 137,717 25.7 10.6 12.1 9,639 206 
PRINCE GEORGE'S COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS MD 129,752 46.7 10.7 11.0 9,005 216 
BOSTON MA 56,168 71.4 19.1 20.7 4,372 140 
DETROIT CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT MI 107,874 73.9 7.1 15.3 6,406 235 
OMAHA PUBLIC SCHOOLS NE 47,763 61.9 13.2 15.4 3,333 98 
CLARK COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT NV 309,051 42.1 10.3 10.4 16,427 347 
WASHOE COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT NV 65,663 33.1 12.9 13.0 3,641 105 
ALBUQUERQUE PUBLIC SCHOOLS NM 95,965 52.8 16.8 12.8 6,335 172 
CUMBERLAND COUNTY SCHOOLS NC 53,295  3.0 13.8 3,692 90 
FORSYTH COUNTY SCHOOLS NC 51,738 47.0 12.7 13.8 3,847 78 
GUILFORD COUNTY SCHOOLS NC 72,389  9.8 14.4 5,023 120 
CHARLOTTE-MECKLENBURG SCHOOLS NC 131,176 42.8 14.4 11.2 9,147 167 
WAKE COUNTY SCHOOLS NC 134,401  11.7 13.5 9,020 157 
CLEVELAND MUNICIPAL CITY OH 52,954 80.4 5.3 20.0 3,512 109 
COLUMBUS CITY OH 55,269 93.9 9.9 16.4 2,962 136 
PORTLAND SD 1J OR 46,262 43.8 11.0 14.5 2,623 97 
PHILADELPHIA CITY SD PA 172,704 70.1 7.1 15.1 10,665 276 
CHARLESTON 01 SC 42,216 50.6 2.0 11.9 3,006 81 
GREENVILLE 01 SC 69,444 38.9 3.5 15.1 4,297 94 
KNOX COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT TN 54,490 38.1 1.6 11.0 3,734 86 
MEMPHIS CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT TN 115,342 70.9 4.4 11.7 7,208 198 
DAVIDSON COUNTY SD TN 73,715 66.0 9.6 0.0 5,034 137 
SHELBY COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT TN 46,918 27.4 1.9 10.6 2,976 50 
ALDINE ISD TX 60,083 79.6 11.3 8.2 4,011 73 
ALIEF ISD TX 45,183 70.0 13.6 9.5 3,066 45 
ARLINGTON ISD TX 62,863 54.1 7.7 9.0 4,069 77 
AUSTIN ISD TX 82,564 60.7 13.2 10.0 5,836 126 
BROWNSVILLE ISD TX 48,837 0.5 20.5 10.9 3,273 54 
CONROE ISD TX 46,524 31.2 4.7 9.3 2,927 53 
CYPRESS-FAIRBANKS ISD TX 96,837 35.4 13.6 7.9 6,258 78 
DALLAS ISD TX 157,804 84.4 15.7 8.0 11,392 258 
EL PASO ISD TX 62,123 67.9 11.0 8.6 4,405 104 
FORT BEND ISD TX 67,992 30.3 5.0 7.9 4,320 70 
FORT WORTH ISD TX 78,857 68.1 27.3 8.2 5,003 149 
GARLAND ISD TX 57,169 45.5 18.7 9.2 3,806 75 
HOUSTON ISD TX 199,534 62.3 13.7 9.1 11,971 301 
KATY ISD TX 54,402 25.0 5.2 8.5 3,674 57 
KLEIN ISD TX 42,935 31.5 5.0 7.7 2,789 41 
LEWISVILLE ISD TX 49,636 21.8 10.5 10.5 3,578 66 
NORTH EAST ISD TX 62,181 39.1 3.2 11.5 4,233 73 
NORTHSIDE ISD TX 86,260 46.8 2.7 12.5 5,508 103 
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PASADENA ISD TX 50,757 68.9 12.4 7.7 3,333 70 
PLANO ISD TX 53,683 15.8 5.2 11.2 4,003 82 
SAN ANTONIO ISD TX 54,779 59.4 15.2 12.1 3,388 110 
YSLETA ISD TX 45,049 69.3 11.4 11.1 2,965 65 
ALPINE DISTRICT UT 63,856 16.3 4.2 11.2 2,339 72 
DAVIS DISTRICT UT 70,323 25.6 2.8 11.6 2,898 103 
GRANITE DISTRICT UT 75,982 43.6 17.2 12.0 3,192 125 
JORDAN DISTRICT UT 85,651 20.5 4.5 13.3 3,314 100 
CHESTERFIELD CO PBLC SCHS VA 58,969 16.1 3.6 13.4 3,165 65 
FAIRFAX CO PBLC SCHS VA 165,722 20.0 19.8 14.2 9,463 209 
HENRICO CO PBLC SCHS VA 48,620 25.4 5.4 14.1 2,696 71 
LOUDOUN CO PBLC SCHS VA 53,961 12.3 7.9 9.8 3,192 75 
PRINCE WM CO PBLC SCHS VA 72,988 29.2 18.4 11.1 3,847 87 
VA BEACH CITY PBLC SCHS VA 72,477 26.2 1.4 13.3 4,051 89 
SEATTLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS WA 45,581 38.3 11.3 12.5 2,499 112 
MILWAUKEE SCHOOL DISTRICT WI 86,819 77.1 9.5 18.1 4,798 238 
PUERTO RICO DEPARTMENT OF 
EDUCATION PR 526,565 91.4 0.5 18.9 40,826 1536 
TOTAL  11,136,367    684,562  
        
Average  92,803 48.9 11.8 11.8 5,705 146 




Exhibit 2. Interview Protocols 
 
Analysis of Student Support Services Policy Decisions  
Interview Protocol- District Leader 
Background 
1. To start, could you tell me a little bit about your experience with the district. How long have you been 
in _________________ school district? What are your roles and responsibilities? 
 
2. Could you give me an overview of the district? … Demographics, goals etc.? 
 
3. Thinking about the past 5–10 years, has the district experienced any changes? If so, in what ways? 
How has the district managed the changes? Any changes specific to the budget? (RQ2) 
 
General Supports 
4. What are some of the challenges facing the students in your district? (RQ1, RQ3; RQ4) 
 
5. How does the district support students through these challenges? (RQ1) 
 
6. Thinking about non-academic supports, how does your district support students’ needs? (RQ1) 
 
7. What is the process for deciding on the supports? What influences these  
decisions? (RQ2) 
 
8. How does the district provide resources and funding for these supports? (RQ1) 
a. How are those resource decisions made (RQ2)?  
b. Who is a part of the decision process? 
 
9. Are there any outside factors that contribute to the decisions around student support services? … 
(Which services to provide? … How to provide funding and resources?) (RQ2) 
a. In the years following the Recession, did funding changes play a role? 
 
 
Safety and School Climate  
10. How would you describe the overall school climate within the district [interactions between staff and 
students, student behavior and engagement… is there is a sense of community at schools? Students 
at all grade levels enjoy going to school? Families feel welcomed at schools?]? (RQ3; RQ4) 
a. Does it vary from school to school? 
 
11. How does the district promote a positive school climate among the schools? (RQ1; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
12. What resources support these school climate efforts? How does the district provide resources and 
funding for these supports? How are those resource decisions made? Who is a part of the decision 




13. How would you describe the overall safety at schools within the district [students feel safe? Staff feel 
safe?]? (RQ3; RQ4) 
a. Does it vary from school to school? 
b. What are the biggest safety concerns? 
 
14. How has the district tried to address safety concerns? Have efforts changed in the past few years? 




15. Thinking about the efforts that the district has made to support students, how would you say these 
efforts have affected students? (RQ3; RQ4) 
 




Analysis of Student Support Services Policy Decisions  
Interview Protocol- Support Services Administrator or Other Relevant Staff 
 
Background 
1. To start, could you tell me a little bit about your experience with the district. How long have you been 
in _________________ school district? What are your roles and responsibilities? 
 
2. Could you give me an overview of the district? … Demographics, goals etc.? 
 
3. Thinking about the past 5–10 years, has the district experienced any changes? If so, in what ways? 
How has the district managed the changes? Any changes specific to the budget? RQ2) 
 
General Supports 
4. What are some of the challenges facing the students in your district? (RQ1; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
5. How does the district support students through these challenges? (RQ1; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
6. Thinking about non-academic supports, how does your district support students’ needs? (RQ1; RQ3; 
RQ4) 
 
7. What is the process for deciding on the supports? What influences these decisions? (RQ2) 
 
8. How does the district and it leaders decide what support services to implement? …the funding? 
(RQ2) 
 
a. What do you think influences these decisions? 
b. In the years following the Recession, did funding changes play a role? 
 
9. Are you or other support services personnel a part of the decision making process? (RQ2) 
 
Safety and School Climate  
10. How would you describe the overall school climate within the district [interactions between staff and 
students, student behavior and engagement… is there is a sense of community at schools? Students 
at all grade levels enjoy going to school? Families feel welcomed at schools?]? (RQ3; RQ4) 
 
a. Does it vary from school to school? 
 
11. How does the district promote a positive school climate among the schools? (RQ1; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
 
12. What resources support these school climate efforts? How does the district provide resources and 
funding for these supports? How are those resource decisions made? Who is a part of the decision 
process? (RQ1; RQ2; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
 
13. How would you describe the overall safety at schools within the district [students feel safe? Staff feel 
safe?]? (RQ3; RQ4) 
 
a. Does it vary from school to school?  
b. What are the biggest safety concerns? 
 
14. How has the district tried to address safety concerns? Have efforts changed in the past few years? 
(RQ1; RQ3; RQ4) 
 
 
15. Is there anything that I have asked you that you wanted to share? 
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Exhibit 3. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding on High-Needs Districts Dropout Rates One Year Later,  
2006–07 to 2009–10 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (Per 100 Students) 0.53900*** 0.20000 -0.23400 -1.54800 0.10900 -0.29400 -1.43700                 
Student Characteristics        
     Free- or Reduced-Priced Lunch (%)  0.06920 0.04160 -0.02730 0.08200 0.05010 0.01510 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.0846* -0.06450 0.00308 -0.0839* -0.04500 0.07320 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.04550 0.41400 0.29800 -0.05260 0.37100 -0.14300 
     Total Student Population  -0.00002 -0.00002 -0.00010 -0.00002 -0.00002 -0.00018         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.01510 0.02020 -0.01430 0.0216* 0.0234* -0.00771 
Number of Teachers per 100 Students  -0.19300 -0.02520 -1.68200 0.30300 0.46700 -0.19800 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.85500 0.97900 1.23400 -1.076* 0.60200 0.82200 
Rural  -0.93100 1.50400 1.851* -0.97400 1.05500 1.06600         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
                
Constant 2.556** 2.586              
R-squared 0.15 0.36 0.58 0.85 0.44 0.64 0.89 
N 99 99 95 83 99 95 83 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an increase in 







Exhibit 4. Estimates of Student Support Services Funding on High Needs Districts Dropout Rates Two Years Later,  
2006–07 to 2009–10  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
                
SSS Funding (Per 100 Students) 0.50500** 0.29200 0.26900 -0.72300 0.28600 0.28400 2.38000                 
        
Student Characteristics        
     Free or Reduced Priced Lunch (%)  0.04420 0.01900 -0.01710 0.04640 0.02560 0.00430 
     English Language Learners (%)  -0.04860 -0.10200 -0.08490 -0.04570 -0.11900 -0.05030 
     Student with IEPs (%)  -0.17400 0.27100 -0.54000 -0.18100 0.28700 -0.80800 
     Total Student Population  -0.00004* -0.00003 0.00001 -0.00004* -0.00004 0.00002         
District Characteristics        
Total Number of Schools  0.0317* 0.02610 0.01220 0.0329* 0.03070 0.02960 
Number of Teachers Per 100 Students  -0.23400 0.11400 -1.96400 -0.18100 0.27500 -1.80800 
Locale/Urbancity        
Suburban  -0.56000 1.31300 1.05300 -0.62200 1.18300 0.66500 
Rural  2.42900 4.13700 2.29900 2.17900 3.80300 0.62300         
        
Fixed for State   √   √  
Fixed for District    √   √ 
Fixed for Year     √ √ √ 
                
Constant 2.500** 4.44000              
R-squared 0.17 0.39 0.58 0.87 0.40 0.60 0.87 
N 58 58 54 50 58 54 50 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
Note: Student Support Services Funding is per 100 students. The funding was converted into units of 10,000. A one-unit increase is the same as an increase in 




Exhibit 5. Calculations for Per 100 Student Funding and Per 100 Student Outcomes 
Example: Table 5 Model 3 SSS Funding Coefficient 
SSS Funding Coefficient = 0.00872 
Notes: 1 unit change= $10,000 per 100 students 
$10,000 per 100 students = $100 per student 
A district with 100,000 students would have 1,000 groups of 100 students 
 
Calculation 1: Multiply the coefficient by 1000 to find 
the total change in the outcome for a district with 
100,000 students if it increased funding by $10,000 
per 100 students 
 
Calculation 1: 0.00872 x 1000 = 8.720 
 
An increase of $100 per student or 
$10,000,000 led to 8.7 additional guidance 
counselors 
Reminder: The average increase was $1.50 per student OR $150,000 total 
$1.50 is 1.5% of the $100 per student 
OR 
150,000 is 1.5% of 10,000,000 
Calculation 2: 1.5% of the total change would be the 
change for the average district of 100,000 
 
Calculation 2: 1.5% of 8.720 
 
0.015 x 8.720 = 0.1308 
Note: 1.5% of 1,000 (the number of groups of 100 in a district with 100,000 students) is 15  
 
 
Calculation 3: Multiplying the coefficient by 15 = 
estimate for a $1.50 change per student 





Exhibit 6. Calculations for Per 100 Student Funding and Original Unit Outcomes 
Example: Table 7 Model 5 SSS Funding Coefficient 
SSS Funding Coefficient = 0.199 
Notes: 1 unit change = $10,000 per 100 students 
$10,000 per 100 students = $100 per student 
 
A district with 100,000 students would have 1,000 groups of 100 students 
 
Calculation 1: Multiply the coefficient by 1000 to find 
the total change in the outcome for a district with 
100,000 students if it increased funding by $10,000 
per 100 students 
 
0.199 x 1000 = 199 
 
An increase of $100 per student or 
$10,000,000 led to 199 percentage point 
increase in the dropout rate  
Reminder: The average increase was $1.50 per student OR $150,000 total 
$1.50 is 1.5% of the $100 per student 
OR 
150,000 is 1.5% of 10,000,000 
Calculation 2: 1.5% of the total change would be the 
change for the average district of 100,000 
 
1.5% of 199 
 
0.015 x 199 = 2.99 
Note: 1.5% of 1,000 (the number of groups of 100 in a district with 100,000 students) is 15  
 
 
Calculation 3: Multiplying the coefficient by 15 = 
estimate for a $1.50 change per student 
0.199 x 15 = 2.98 
 
 
 
